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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to find out whether writing 
skills were a handicap to job success for former basic writers 
who had graduated from college. A population of 197 former 
basic writers (FBW's) and 68 former strong writers (FSW's, 
used as a comparison) were surveyed and interviewed. Research 
questions included 1) What types of jobs do FBW's have, 
compared to FSW's, and how much do their feelings about 
writing affect their choices of major or job? 2) How much and 
how often do FBW's write at work compared to FSW's? 3) What 
forms of writing do FBW's do most frequently compared to 
FSW's? 4)How do FBW's feel about the writing they do for their 
jobs, compared to FSW's? 5) How satisfied are FBW's with their 
writing ability at work, compared to FSW's? 6) How nervous 
are FBW's about writing at work, compared to FSW's? 7) If FBW's 
are writing adequately enough to keep their jobs, how are they 
able to do this? According to the data from the survey, which 
yielded a response rate of 68%, FBW's did about the same 
amount and types of writing as the FSW's, they reported 
feeling almost as positive about and satisfied with their 
writing as FSW's, experienced almost as much enjoyment and 
were not paralyzed with anxiety. Follow-up interviews 
indicated that FBW's were writing adequately at work and 
feeling more positive about writing than they had in college 
because writing Requirements were usually short and routine,
they had sufficient time to write, they had knowledge of the 
subject matter, which was focused and predictable, they were 
familiar with the audiences or audience needs their, sense of 
purpose was stronger, and the rewards and consequences of 
writing were more obvious. In addition, FBW's were more 
mature than in college and had better attitudes and higher 
motivation. Finally, through work, FBW's had become members 
of select social and discourse communities. Implications for 
the teaching profession include writing across the curriculum, 
composition courses in the senior year, real life writing 
assignments, and sequenced writing in class and on final 
examinations.
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CHAPTER ONE
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
During the 1980's, writing in the workplace became a 
popular area of inquiry in composition research, spawning 
numerous studies of the post-graduate writing practices of 
general college populations. But no research yet has reported 
exclusively on basic writers in the post-graduate job setting. 
That is the purpose of this study.
Because basic writers have been excluded from the 
teaching profession's obvious interest in both the workplace 
and the implications for re-shaping freshman composition, no 
prototypical studies were available as models for this 
project, nor were there any earlier research findings on basic 
writers in nonacademic settings which could be used to shape 
a hypothesis. Therefore, this chapter reviews three separate 
bodies of literature: 1) research on post-graduate writing 
practices of general college populations 2) theories about 
basic writers and 3) the role of context in the writing 
process. It can be inferred from the information available in 
these areas of research that some of the problems of basic 
writers may be related to the rhetorical, psychological and 
social environment of academia itself, and that the changed 
writing context of the workplace may be more favorable for 
basic writers.
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2The Need For a Study on Basic Writers in the Workplace
It is surprising, considering the amount of research 
basic writers have inspired over the last 15 years, that no 
one has followed them into the workplace after college to find 
out how they manage their job-related writing. Of all the 
graduating students in the college population, they are the 
ones that the teaching profession should worry about the most.
Perhaps we prefer to believe that basic writers stop 
being basic writers by the time they exit from our required
English courses and certainly by the time they graduate.
Theoretically, basic writers fall into two groups, the 
abysmally poor writers lost to attrition, and the rest, who 
are successfully remediated.
In reality, however, there is a third group, the basic 
writers who barely pass their required English classes, 
possibly after several repeats, who must officially be 
considered "proficient". They are the devoted writers who work 
earnestly all semester to produce strained prose, heavily 
splotched with white-out and dozens of editing changes, which 
is right on the cusp but not quite bad enough to fail. The 
teacher gives them their exit slips, sends them on their way, 
and hopes that future teachers do not ask them who their 
previous instructor was. These basic writers eventually 
graduate from college. They are just not called "basic 
writers" anymore.
Furthermore, the possibility of regression is strong. 
After two or three semesters of almost continous writing 
practice during freshman year, "remediated" basic writers are 
suddenly cut off from that continuous workout with the 
language. Never again during college will they write as much 
or as frequently.
Skeptics who do not believe that basic writers slip 
through the cracks and remain in college need only spend some 
time working in the college writing center. After reviewing 
a few substandard papers brought in by upperclassmen, they 
will not need further convincing that junior and senior basic 
writers inhabit colleges. Many graduate.
As a profession, we should be curious about their futures 
after college. We were the ones who warned them that good 
writing would be crucial to job success, as the literature on 
writing in the workplace shows.
Research on Writing Practices in the Workplace
Anderson’s chapter in Odell and Goswami's Writing in 
Nonacademic Settings (1985b) is the most comprehensive 
discussion of what is now known about writing on the job. 
Anderson assimilated the findings of 50 studies on workplace 
writing, including a survey of his own. He concluded from this 
collection of research that "writing is one of the most 
important job-related skills for most college graduates"
regardless of major (p. 40). Typical college graduate 
employees will spend about 20% of their worktime writing (p. 
30) and will be expected to produce clear, concise, 
well-organized, grammatically correct texts (p. 53) . They may 
expect to do many types of writing tasks (p. 58) addressed to 
a variety of audiences (p. 56). Since Anderson's, there have 
been two more reports on workplace writing practices. Davis 
and Stohrer (1989) found that employees spent between 25% and 
40% of their workdays writing. Braine (1989) reported in 1989 
that in the natural sciences and engineering, lab reports 
comprised 75% of the writing and that the ability to summarize 
and paraphrase were the skills needed most.
As research continued to verify that writing skills were 
important in the workplace, calls for adjustments in 
composition pedagogy began.
Reconsideration of Traditional Composition
Morton (1983) recommended that technical writing teachers 
ease students' transition from composition writing by 
emphasizing rhetorical skills common to both composition and 
technical writing. Tebeaux (1985) suggested eight changes 
which would integrate important job-related writing skills 
into the traditional composition classes, including assigning 
letters, instructions or memos as well as essays; requiring 
team reports, and teaching other communication skills besides
5writing, such as oral reports or word-processing. In 1988,
Tebeaux, stating that "too many people outside the ranks of
technical writing teachers are unaware of the differences 
between writing in academe and writing in nonacademic
settings" recommended, among other things, deemphasizing the 
essay format (p. 15) . Couture (1986) called for English
Departments and industry to collaborate in planning a
professional writing program. W. Sharplin et al. (1986) 
stated,
...our nation's colleges and universities 
...according to many business managers, have been 
suffering an acute case of myopia when it comes to 
their writing programs...writing instructors 
continue to teach forms that have little resemblance 
to the actual writing done in the marketplace (p. 1) .
Polanksi (1987) said that she regularly uses a group of 
consultants, including executives, small business owners, 
managers, engineers to collaborate in teaching her classes. 
She reported, "They give students opportunities to become 
acquainted with the work situation [and] the kinds of writing 
produced in it" (p. 327). Foley (1989) spoke out against "the 
five paragraph formula" because it "harms students in some 
fundamental ways, depriving them of the pleasures and 
challenges of writing and ill-preparing them for academic and 
real world writing...it does a disservice in the long run" (p. 
233) .
6Amid all this interest in workplace writing practices 
and in preparing college graduates for post-graduate 
professional writing, basic writers were entirely overlooked 
even though they too graduate from college and join the 
workforce. All of the research on basic writers has been 
centered around academic writing.
Early Literature on Basic Writers
If predictions about basic writers' success in the job 
market were based on the early literature about them, the 
expectations would not be high. Much of the earlier 
scholarship implied that basic writers were essentially alike 
and that their writing deficiencies were the result of 
internalized flaws which would be carried with them into every 
writing situation but could be cured through proper academic 
first aid.
As Shaughnessy (1976a) noted, the very names given to 
substandard writers were often "medical metaphor[s] [which 
suggest] a disease, and indeed students assigned to remedial 
classes do get sent to writing 'labs' or 'clinics' where their 
problems are 'diagnosed'..." (p. 137). Indeed, the early
scholarship's tendency to observe basic writers, describe 
their symptoms and recommend pedagogical cures for "their" 
problems, did seem to reflect medical overtones. Even 
Shaughnessy, who was an advocate for much-needed compassion
7towards remedial writers and who also recognized the 
limitations of the early theory and scholarship (1976a, p. 
142) , focused almost entirely on the characteristics and 
backgrounds of basic writers, analyses of their texts, and 
pedagogical approaches, with little consideration towards 
other influential contextual variables such as audience, time 
frame or familiarity with the subject matter. In Errors and 
Expectations (1977) , she described the basic writers from City 
University of New York as
unprepared for the sort of tasks their teachers were 
about to assign them. Most of them had grown up in 
one of New York's ethnic or racial enclaves. Many 
had spoken other languages or dialects at home and 
never successfully reconciled the worlds of home and 
school, a fact which by now had worked its way deep 
into their feelings about school and about 
themselves as students (pp. 2-3) .
She also described their writing (1976a):
[They produce] small numbers of words with large 
numbers of errors that puzzle and alarm 
college teachers when they see them for the first 
time... [they use] a rudimentary style of 
discourse...and tangled prose with which neither 
they nor their readers can cope (p. 139).
Other early scholars looked no further than the basic 
writers themselves, analyzing their characteristics, their
composing processes and their written products. One school of 
thought held that basic writers' problem could be traced to 
immature cognitive processes: basic writers had not progressed 
beyond the egocentric phase of cognitive development as 
described by Piaget and therefore could not shape texts to 
outside audiences (Moffett, 1968; Lunsford, 1979; Shaughnessy, 
1977) .
Some scholars questioned the cognitive deficiency theory 
but still assumed that basic writers produced substandard 
writing due to internalized problems which were evident in the 
written texts.
Greenberg (1987) referred to the numerous studies 
examining basic writers' errors, composing processes and the 
connections between the two (Bartholomae, 1980; Bereiter, Fine 
and Gartshore, 1978; Daiute, 1981; Hartwell, 1980, 1984;
Haswell, 1983; Perl, 1980; Scardamalia, 1981; Scardamalia, 
Bereiter and Goelman, 1982). These studies collectively 
reported that basic writers' errors were often the result of 
low-level production problems, such as difficulties with 
transcription, numerous pauses, or pre-occupation with error, 
all of which interfered with larger rhetorical considerations.
Simultaneously, a surge of articles, books and disser­
tations offered pedagogical solutions for the problems of 
basic writers (Bossone and Weiner, 1973; Desy, 1976; Farrell, 
1973; Griffin, 1967; Higgins, 1973; Lattin, 1978; Pauli, 1974; 
Pierog, 1976; Ponsot, 1976; Roueche and Kirk, 1974;
Shaughnessy, 1976b; Slay, 1968? Sutton and Arnold, 1974; 
Whitted, 1967? Wolfe, 1967). Although at the time, these 
articles offered much-needed advice to teachers who were 
confronted for the first time with large numbers of seriously 
underprepared college students, in retrospect, the advice now 
comes across as a little bit formulaic and with overtones of 
a "medical" approach. For example, Lattin1s program for basic 
writing included "regular counseling from the beginning and 
throughout...freshman year" (p. 314). Basic writers in
Griffin's program improved "within eleven weeks" by doing 
sentences exercises using Robert Allen's tagmemic sector 
analysis, Noam Chomsky's transformations and Francis 
Christensen's multi-level sentences (pp. 360-361). Higgins 
taxonomized the types of faults appearing in the papers of 
entering remedial students at York College and concluded that 
remedial textbooks needed to address more types of errors than 
they already were. The subtle underlying assumption of many 
of these early discussions on pedagogy was that basic writers 
were flawed and needed to be fixed.
In addition, Kasden and Hoeber's 1980 book, Basic 
Writing: Essays for Teachers. Researchers and Administrators, 
included four chapters on "Successful Basic Writing Programs" 
which described prescriptive syllabi for basic writing 
classes. Again, however, the medical attitude persisted. For 
example, in a program at Catawba Valley Technical Institute, 
remedial students' errors were charted on "Prescription
10
Charts" in order "to facilitate the assignment of appropriate 
work...the repetition of this diagnose-prescribe-apply cycle 
results in substantial improvement of skills in a short period 
of time" (p. 48).
Empirical comparison of pedagogies for remedial classes, 
or of differences between basic writers and other groups 
undergoing the same tests or assignments, became a popular 
topic for dissertations. Typically, either "no significant 
differences" were found between experimental and control 
groups, or the results of some studies contradicted others. 
Examples of such empirically based dissertations included 
Powell's study of the effect of using sentence-combining 
(1984); Miller's study of the effects of adding a general 
college orientation and various study skills to experimental 
remedial classes (1974); Lewis' comparison of the 
effectiveness of a free writing approach and a language study 
approach (1984) or Meesin's comparison of basic writers' 
achievement in English and reading with non-basic writers' 
achievement in the same courses (1983).
Though unintentionally, this first wave of scholarship 
created a rather unflattering portrait of basic writers, 
attributing their weak writing skills to such internalized 
problems as immature cognitive processes, poor social 
background, linguistic deficiencies, excessive speech 
dependence or substandard secondary education. Although one 
or more of these characteristics often are present in basic
11
writers, these disadvantages may be exacerbated by other, less 
obvious influences, but by the time this was considered by the 
research community, the image of basic writers had already 
been set in the minds of many academicians. Because of basic 
writers’ long-held reputations as cognitively deficient human 
beings, an earlier researcher considering a study on basic 
writers worklives might very well have hypothesized that their 
jobs were being seriously disrupted by their inability to 
write well.
However, this initial attitude towards basic writers 
began to fade when the issue of context became a new research 
frontier, raising academia’s consciousness about basic 
writers.
The Issue of Context
Beach and Bridwell (1984) wrote, "A major limitation of 
much composition research is that writers, or 'subjects' often 
write in a research vacuum with no implied or explicit 
context, a situation which can clearly diminish their 
involvement with the language being produced" (p. 225) . Kantor 
(1984) agreed, stating, "Indeed, what has been lacking in many 
composition studies is a picture of the educational context: 
the conditions under which students write; the methods and 
styles of teachers; the personalities, attitudes, and learning
12
processes of students; and the many interactions among these 
variables" (p. 72) .
The recognition of the context had important implications 
for basic writers as well. If context was suspected to affect 
the writing processes of average college writers, would it not 
also affect below average college writers even more because 
they were the "outsiders"? No longer depicted as the sole 
source of their own writing deficiencies, basic writers were 
soon being portrayed as a group which had been misunderstood. 
Now it was being suggested that the complex interaction of 
numerous contextual constraints had also been affecting basic 
writers' skills.
The Cognitive Context
Collins and Williamson (1981) questioned the theory of 
"egocentrism". They felt that the difficulty of the writing 
task, not the writer's egocentrism, might be the source of the 
problem. Later, they wrote that basic writers have problems 
with "tasks that call for rather specialized writing that is 
simply too difficult to produce in isolation from necessary 
[rhetorical and socio-cultural] contexts" (1984, p. 295). Rose 
(1988) also challenged "those discussions of basic and 
remedial writers that suggest that unsuccessful writers think 
in fundamentally different ways from successful writers" (p.
13
267). Stating that people's cognitive styles may be different 
but not necessarily superior or inferior to each other, he 
suggested that "the [cognitive] theories also avert or narrow 
our gaze from the immediate social and linguistic conditions 
in which the student composes: the rich interplay of purpose, 
genre, register, textual convention and institutional 
expection" (p. 295).
The Psychological Context 
Psychological contexts were also recognized. Rose, like 
others, has also spoken out about the negative psychological 
effects which the rhetorical and social constraints of 
academic writing have on remedial writers (1980). He wrote, 
The topic, setting and constraints of a writing task 
each has the potential to arouse a variety of 
feelings. And there are times when these feelings 
can be overpowering...writers...can experience some
level of discomfort of anxiety, anger or
depression; and if sufficiently pronounced, the 
discomfort can lead to a variety of observable 
responses: an agitated or flat style; an inability 
to get anything on paper...[or] an avoidance of 
certain writing tasks altogether (pp. 234, 235). 
Another dimension of the psychological context is writing 
apprehension. So far, no studies have attempted to isolate
basic writers to measure their degrees of anxiety, but Bennett 
and Rhodes (1988), who summarized the literature on writing 
apprehension (Daly, 1977; Daly, 1978; Daly & Miller, 1975a; 
Daly and Miller, 1975b; Daly and Miller, 1975c; Daly and 
Shamo, 1976; Daly and Shamo, 1978; Faigley, Daly and Witte, 
1981) stated that studies on writing apprehension "indicate 
that a negative relationship exists between writing 
apprehension and competence in and attitudes toward 
writing...and the more apprehensive people are about 
writing.. .the less skillful they are when it comes to writing" 
(p. 28). Wolcott and Buhr's 1987 study on attitude in basic 
writers led them to conclude that attitude also affects basic 
writer's performance. They wrote,
Overall writing attitude, as well as apprehension 
of writing and comprehension of the process 
involved, seems related to the gain [basic writers] 
made in their writing skills. Students with positive 
attitudes toward writing gained significantly more 
than did those with either neutral or negative 
attitudes (p. 7).
Finally, Brand's 1989 study measuring the emotions of 
groups of skilled and unskilled writers confirmed a link 
between negative emotions and self- assessment as unskilled 
writers. "It is apparent from the findings," Brand wrote, 
"that different types of writers and writing conditions may
be associated with higher levels of emotional intensity" (p. 
284) .
The Rhetorical Context
When basic writers first became an object of research, 
it was simply assumed that the rhetorical conventions of the 
academic world were the norm and that basic writers' inability 
to conform to this "norm" made them the aberration. Later,
however, scholars began to wonder which of the two basic
writers or academia itself was really the aberration.
Basic writers— — who were, in Shaughnessy's words
"strangers in academia" (1977, p. 33) were expected to
abruptly conform to rhetorical and linguistic constraints with 
which they were not familiar. Even though the ground-breaking 
nature of her research necessitated almost complete emphasis 
on basic writers themselves rather than external variables, 
she can be credited for recognizing that academic conventions 
might have been at least part of the problem. Not only did 
she acknowledge in Errors and Expectations that basic writers 
were "unacquainted with the rules and rituals of college life" 
(1977, p.33), she also wrote that typical classroom pedagogy 
"has so far yielded much more information about what is wrong 
with students than about what is wrong with teachers, 
reinforcing the notion that students, not teachers, are the
16
people in education who must do the changing" (1976b, p. 234) . 
She suggested that teachers need to re-educate themselves 
about the nature and language of basic writers in order to 
teach them effectively. Bizzell (1982) also recognized that 
academic conventions only seem obvious to people already 
familiar with them. She stated that basic writers may be 
"unaware that there is such a thing as [an academic] discourse 
community with conventions to be mastered" (p. 230).
Theorists were beginning to suggest that academic 
conventions were not necessarily the only standards by which 
to evaluate writing. Rose (1983) voiced his suspicions that 
the context of writing classes not only failed to help basic 
writers but possibly stifled their writing potential. He 
called the early attempts to alter pedagogy for basic writers 
"...ineffective, even counterproductive" (p. 109). He warned, 
"We must also question our assumptions about our students' 
abilities and the pedagogies we have built on these 
assumptions.. .The problem might well lie with our tools rather 
than with our students' minds" (pp. 126, 127) . Haswell (1988) 
analyzed the nine essays out of 96 which had been given the 
lowest scores by seven university instructors. The essays had 
been written by freshmen, sophomores, juniors and experienced 
workplace writers. Haswell described the "nine basement essays 
[as performing] more like the working-world essays, which had 
been authored by employees chosen precisely because their
17
supervisors had deemed them 'competent' writers" (p. 304). In 
other words, the "worst" papers, according to Haswell, were 
not "bad" as much as non-academic. He said, "In one kind of 
[organizational strategy] lowest rated students stand closer 
to professional writers than to better rated students" (p. 
305). Similarly, Kogen (1986) wrote,
Students are not inept thinkers but simply 
insufficiently familiar with the conventions of 
expository discourse... the patterns of reasoning 
we have come to expect in academic writing are not 
inherent forms of thinking but conventional modes 
(pp. 25, 26).
Social Contexts
Not only is it difficult for basic writers to conform to 
the often unfamiliar rhetorical and linguistic conventions 
dictated by academia, they face the added problem of being 
"outsiders" socially. In fact, lack of familiarity with the 
academic conventions contributes to social exclusion. Bizzell 
(1982) suggested that "mastery of academic discourse must 
begin with socialization to the community's ways, in the same 
way that one enters any cultural group" (p. 53). Bartholomae 
(1986) agreed: "I think that all writers, in order to write, 
must imagine for themselves the privelege of being
'insiders'," he wrote. "...They must be either equal to or 
more powerful than those they would address" (p. 9). If the 
social context affects writers in general, then the 
implications for basic writers, who are more distanced 
socially from professors than average college students, are 
even stronger. Even average college students are social 
"outsiders" to some degree when they, with the disadvantage 
of youth, inexperience and limited knowledge hoards, are 
expected to enlighten an older, more experienced teacher 
through written communication about subj ects she already knows 
more about. Basic writers, who have the same disadvantages as 
average students plus lack of familiarity with academic 
conventions, become social outsiders to an even greater 
extent, which as Bizzell and Bartholmae implied, may hurt 
their writing. Faigley (1985) stated that the social community 
of any writer is an inextricable component of the writing 
situation. "It is relatively easy to see writing as a social 
activity," he concluded (p. 240). His suggestion that a
writer's position in the social community affects writing 
ability is supported by several other studies. Epling's 
ethnographic study (1983) suggested that basic writers 
benefitted from writing in the context of a classroom 
"community" and Kantor (1984) concluded that writing in the 
context of a "writing community" may lead to students' 
"growth, both cognitive and affective" (p. 91) . Herrington
(1985) studied two college engineering courses to see whether 
teachers could "create contexts conducive to using writing to 
achieve their objectives." She found that the courses 
"represented distinct communities where different issues were 
addressed...and different social purposes served by writing" 
(p. 331).
The implication that emerges from the literature on 
context is that numerous shifting contextual variables 
continually influence any writer's ability. Basic writers have 
not been studied anywhere except in an academic setting, where 
the rhetorical, psychological and social contexts appear to 
be detrimental to their writing ability. What if basic writers 
were to be placed in an entirely different context, a more 
favorable context where they were "insiders" socially, 
rhetorically and psychologically, a context such as the 
workplace? Is it not possible that they might be different 
writers than they were in college? Could they even be better 
writers?
Anderson1s research (1985b) provides a sketch of the 
rhetorical context at work. First, employees "typically must 
address a variety of kinds of readers, not just one or two 
kinds" (p. 56). These audiences can be classified as either 
above, equal to, or lower than the writer1 s rank in the 
organization. In Anderson1s own survey, the maj ority of 
respondents addressed audiences at all three ranks. Also, the
majority of Anderson's respondents reported writing for 
audiences whose levels of knowledge ranged from more than the 
writers' knowledge to no knowledge at all (p. 57). In
academia, on the other hand, the only audiences with varying 
ranks and levels of knowledge are usually fictitious ones 
assigned by the teacher, and students sometimes have 
difficulty imagining away the one very real and immediate 
reader of their writing, the reader who usually has a higher 
level of knowledge than they do: the teacher. "The real reader 
is a concrete reality," wrote Thralls, Blyler and Ewald (1988) 
"...the implied reader, on the other hand, is not a living 
person external to the text, but exists as an abstraction to 
be shaped within the text" (p. 47). At work, then, one of the 
first differences basic writers will encounter is a wider 
range of real readers, many of whom are egual or lower in rank 
and knowledge. Odell, Goswami, Herrington and Quick (1983) 
stated that the 17 working participants in their study "were 
especially concerned about their audience; they freguently 
mentioned some prior contact with their readers, remarked upon 
the characteristics of their audience, and speculated upon 
ways their readers might respond to a particular choice" (p. 
30) .
Anderson also reported that letters and memos are the 
most commonly written texts at work (p. 59) , followed by short 
reports and instructions (p. 60) . Unless they have taken
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business or technical writing, most basic writers have been 
trained to write the traditional college essays, often 300 to 
500 words in length. The shorter, more streamlined writing at 
work will be entirely different, perhaps easier.
Furthermore, in the workplace, the topics of most writing 
tasks, no longer boundless and unpredictable, are restricted 
to an area of specialized knowledge. The topic material is 
immediate, familiar and accessible; it no longer needs to be 
invented or discovered. Employees no longer face the problem 
of "not being able to think of anything to say" because they 
"don't know anything about the topic." At work, the job is the 
subj ect matter; an employee usually does not have to go 
looking for it.
Also, at work, the function of writing changes. Anderson 
reported that work-related writing served several "vitally 
important" functions for the maj ority of respondents. The most 
frequent purposes were "to provide answers to specific 
questions...to keep others informed about major 
activities...and to help plan and coordinate the activities 
of the individual and the organization" (p. 63) . While
academic writing might have this fictitious function, its true 
and immediate function is to train students to write well.
Writers at work also collaborate frequently, Anderson 
found (p. 50). According to his definition of collaboration, 
this includes, at one extreme, "delegating... writing tasks
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to others" (p. 50) , obviously not a permissable option for 
students. Although classroom collaboration has grown in 
popularity, students are still usually held responsible for 
their own individual written texts and usually receive 
individual grades though they may have benefitted from 
collaborative feedback. Collaboration at work, on the other 
hand, usually produces one text written collectively, so that 
the weakest writers, if there are any, not only benefit from 
the collaboration itself but from the results of the finished 
product.
The social context at work will be different too. Odell 
(1985) reported on the social context of the workplace and how 
it influenced the rhetorical choices of the employees' 
writing. He found that "elements of the culture in which they 
worked" (p. 252) shaped rhetorical choices, such as deleting 
information or ways of perceiving audience. These elements, 
not usually present in an academic classroom, were "widely 
shared attitudes or values, in their own office or in other 
branches of the agency [;] prior actions or previously held 
attitudes [;and] ways in which the agency typically 
functioned" (p. 252).
Examining how the context of the work environment affects 
the writing skill of basic writers may lead to some important 
implications for the classroom and the college curriculum as 
a whole. Although our short range mission as teachers is to
train basic writers for writing in other college courses, our 
long range goal is to prepare them to write sufficiently after 
graduation. This is, after all, why theorists and researchers 
have been questioning the efficacy of traditional freshman 
composition for preparing today's career-oriented students for 
the nonacademic writing which awaits them. We should be 
equally concerned, perhaps more concerned, about basic writers 
in the workplace. Although much research needs to be done in 
order to thoroughly analyze the basic writer in the working 
context, it is hoped that this study will provide some 
ground-breaking information on which further research can be 
built.
CHAPTER TWO
METHOD
Summary
The purpose of this study was to follow up a group of 
basic writers who had graduated from college to examine the 
role of writing in their worklives. Did they have jobs that 
required writing? If so, how well were they managing with 
their writing tasks? This information and more was collected 
through a mailed survey and follow-up interviews. The names 
of 197 former basic writers (hereafter referred to as FBW's) 
and 68 former strong writers (hereafter referred to as FSW's) , 
used for comparison, were selected from the entire population 
of students who graduated between 1984 and 1989 from Francis 
Marion College, a small, four year liberal arts college in 
Florence, South Carolina. The 266 FBW's and FSW's were 
identified by their grades in required English courses. A 
questionnaire about job-related writing was mailed to the 
entire population. (A copy of the questionnaire appears in 
Appendix 1.) After the results of the 96-question survey were 
calculated, 21 FBW's and seven FSW's were interviewed for at 
least an hour to expand upon answers in the earlier survey. 
(See Appendix 2 for interview questions.)
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Subi ects
FBW's: FBW's in this study graduated from Francis Marion
College between 1984 and 1989; their grades in the required 
English courses ranked "6" or higher, according to the ranking 
system used to select participants. (See explanation of 
ranking system, below.) Briefly, the ranking system assigned 
inverse penalty points for English grades, such that the 
lowest English grades resulted in the highest ranking points. 
Of 1,919 who had graduated during the four year period, 197 
people received ranks of 6 or higher, and this group was 
designated as the FBW's.
They were labeled former basic writers because the only 
information about them was their probable past level of 
writing skill; at the outset of this study, no information 
about the participants' present writing skills was available. 
Also, they were labeled "basic writers" with some reluctance 
because as Armstrong pointed out, "the perjorative 
connotations...appear now to have overtaken the term basic" 
(1988, p. 78) . Ironically, Shaughnessy first used the word 
"basic" as a more positive sounding replacement for the 
then-negative term "remedial" (1976a). Yet unflattering 
stereotypes and generalizations about basic writers have 
contributed to rapid perjoration. However, in spite of 
misgivings about the label's connotations, the term "basic
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writer" was used because it is easily recognized and 
understood by teachers, scholars and researchers.
Roueche's discussion (1984) justifies the use of the term 
"basic writer" for people whose writing had not been evaluated 
firsthand by the researcher. He described basic writers not 
by their rhetorical, grammatical or mechanical skills, but by 
academic standing, which is the technique used in this study 
to find population of FBW's. He stated, "Every institution 
has a lower one-third of the student body who, when compared 
with the majority (italics mine] are likely to possess 
relatively weaker basic skills" (p. 20) . Because the
participants in this study had ranked lowest in English grades 
compared to the rest of the student body, they are, according 
to Roueche's definition, basic writers. The lowest tenth of 
the population, rather than the lowest third, was used in this 
study to prevent an overlap between average writers and basic 
writers.1
FSW's: FSW's in this study graduated from Francis Marion
College between 1984 and 1989; their grades in the required 
English courses resulted in a "0" ranking. They were labeled 
"former" strong writers because the only information available 
about these participants was their past performance in writing 
classes. Consisting of the top 3% of the graduating population 
for the years chosen, the 68 people in this group were assumed 
to have had a strong mastery of the written language.
Research Questions
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Since the purpose of this project was to determine 
whether FBW's could manage writing tasks in post-graduate 
careers, it was first necessary to establish that they indeed 
were employed. Therefore, the initial research question was
1. What types of jobs do FBW's have, compared to FSW's? 
How much did their feelings about writing affect their choice 
of major or job, compared to FSW's? Did employers consider 
writing ability when hiring them? Will writing ability 
influence an FBW's job security and advancement as much as an 
FSW's job security and advancement?
The subsequent research questions were dependent upon the 
first. If FBW's did hold jobs, the next question would be,
2. How much and how often do FBW's write at work compared 
to FSW's? For FBW's, is an increase in the time since 
graduation accompanied by an increase in the amount of time 
spent writing at work?
3. What types of writing do FBW's do most frequently at 
work compared to FSW's?
If FBW's did have jobs which required writing, the next 
research question would be,
4. How do FBW's feel about the writing they do for their 
jobs compared to how they felt about the writing they did in 
college? How does this feeling compare to how FSW's feel about
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the writing they do for their jobs and they writing they did 
in college?
5. How satisfied are FBW's with their writing ability at 
work, compared to FSW's level of satisfaction? Is an increase 
in the number of years since graduation accompanied by an 
increase in satisfaction with writing ability?
6. How anxious are FBW's about writing at work, compared 
to FSW's? Is an increase in the number of years since 
graduation accompanied by a decrease in anxiety about writing?
If FBW's were writing adequately enough to keep their 
jobs, the next question would be,
7. How are FBW's able to write well enough to keep their
jobs?
Participants
Participants were selected from a population of 1,919 
Francis Marion College students who had graduated between 1984 
and 1989 and who had been working from one to six years. 
Selection was based on grades in the required freshman writing 
courses.
Although participants who had graduated before 1984 might 
have added important insights to the research which might not 
be apparent yet to relatively new college graduates, 1984 was 
chosen as a cut-off date for several reasons. First, college 
grade histories prior to 1984 were not in the college computer
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and were difficult to obtain. Second, it was suspected that 
subjects who had graduated prior to 1984 would be increasingly 
difficult to locate. In fact, it was discovered later that 
even recent graduates had moved two or three times in the few 
years since graduation.
Moreover, the uniformity of grading standards in the 
Francis Marion College English Department had been revised and 
recorded in 1982 by a new Director of Composition who had not 
previously worked at the college. While standards existed 
prior to 1982, no permanent records describing them could be 
found. A student who graduated in 1984 would probably have 
taken the required English courses no further back than 1980, 
when the standards were not drastically different from those 
recorded in 1982, according to the recollections of long-term 
faculty members. Also, graduates of 1984, although still 
relatively recent graduates, would at least be able to provide 
perspectives on the job writing experience, and that seemed 
sufficient for the purposes of this study.
Finally, since the number of college graduates who could 
qualify as FBW's would be small (because the weaker a writer 
is, the less likely he or she is to
graduate) it was felt that a large pool of college graduates 
would be needed in order to identify a sufficient number of 
FBW's and FSW's.
The names of all the graduates from 1984 through 1988 
were found on graduation programs. With the permission of the
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Guidance and Placement Office, all 1,919 names were entered 
into the computer, which produced graduates' grade histories.
Ranking the College Population as a Method 
for Selecting Subjects
Based on the suggestions of an experienced social 
research methodologist at Georgia Southern University, Dr. 
Larry Platt, the 1,919 graduates were ranked according to the 
numerical system described below, based on grades in three 
required writing courses, English 100, English 101 and English 
102. Using this system, 197 people were defined as FBW's,* 68 
were defined as FSW's.
Reasons for Using the Three Reguired Writing 
Courses as a Basis for Ranking Subjects
Graduates were ranked according to the grades they earned 
in the three required English courses taught at Francis Marion 
College. (See Appendix 3 for course descriptions.) Although 
the college offers other English courses, every student who 
attends must pass (or place out of) these first three courses. 
Thus, for the sake of consistency, no other English courses 
on the grade histories were used as part of the ranking.
Another reason for using only the first three courses was 
that the primary activity of these courses is writing, while
the higher level elective courses focus on literature. 
Moreover, the course content, textbooks, grading standards and 
final exams of these required courses are more closely 
regulated by the Francis Marion College English Department 
than are any of the other English courses. Grades are expected 
to reflect the uniform standards defined by the English 
Department. All faculty members must attend a recalibration 
workshop once per semester to re-familiarize themselves with 
these standards. During these sessions, faculty members not 
only review the general descriptions of A through F papers, 
but re-read and discuss four to five anchor papers which the 
Department offers as representative examples for each grade 
level. These standards are applied to essays written during 
the semester as well as to final exams.2
Because the English Department at Francis Marion puts 
much time and effort into upholding uniform standards, the 
participants in this research were chosen based on their 
grades in these three courses.
Ranking System
Since the purpose of this study was to find out whether 
weak writers have a difficult time managing their work-related 
writing after college, it was imperative to sort out the true 
FBW's of the college population from the hundreds of students 
who had been just average, a little less than average, or 
whose grades may have been the product of one bad day or 
semester. Under this ranking system, students were given
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penalty points in reverse proportion to grades in their 
English courses, and those who scored "6" or higher were 
defined as FBW's. This score was considered high enough to 
ensure that FBW's would not be inappropriately selected based 
on one aberrant grade. To acquire a ranking of "6", subjects 
had to have met several different conditions, which are 
described below. Those who were labeled FSW's had 0 ranking.
CONDITION
POINTS
1)Placing into and taking 
English 100, regardless of 
grade earned:
2)Repeating any course:
3)Points for grades earned 
in English 101 or 102 
(points vary depending upon 
how many times the course 
was taken earlier):
FIRST ATTEMPT
A
B
C
D
F or W
SECOND ATTEMPT 
A 
B 
C 
D
F or W
POINTS
0
1
2
3
4
POINTS
-3
-2
-1
0
0
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THIRD ATTEMPT POINTS
A
B
C
D
F or W
-2
-1
0
0
0
Below is a description of each condition and an explanation 
of the point assignments.
Incoming freshmen who score 44 or less on the 
standardized Test of Standard Written English are placed into 
English 100, a four-credit remedial course with an 
accompanying lab. In this ranking system, one penalty point 
was assigned to students who placed into and took this course. 
Incoming students who believe the TSWE score does not 
accurately reflect their writing ability may take a Writing 
Placement Test to try to place out of English 100.
One point was assigned regardless of the grade earned in 
English 100 because the course is essentially a screening 
device to separate underprepared students from those who are 
ready to take the first college composition courses, English 
101. Students who pass English 100 are assumed to be 
remediated regardless of whether the grade is an A, B or C. 
Therefore, a student who earns a "C" in English 100 is 
considered just as "ready" for English 101 as a student who
1. Points for placing into English 100
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earns an "A", hence, the equal one-point penalty for all who 
passed.
Those who earned a "D" almost always repeated the course 
upon the recommendation of the Guidance Office; those who 
earned a "CO" (first-time failure) or an F (second or 
subsequent failure) had to repeat the course. These people 
received additional penalty points under the second section 
of the ranking system, one penalty point for each repeated 
course, as explained below.
2. Points for repeating a course
A one-point penalty was assigned for each repeated 
course. This included courses from which a student had 
withdrawn previously because withdrawal from a writing course 
may, when combined with the other indicators of poor writing, 
reflect anxiety or unwillingness to face a writing class. The 
penalty point for repetition was a device to ensure that 
repeaters who earned better grades the second or third time 
around were not ranked equally with students who earned the 
same grades the first time. This is explained below.
3. Points for Grades Earned in English 101 and
English 102
Since English 101 and English 102 are not remedial
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courses, it was decided that points would be assigned 
according to a scale: the higher the grade, the fewer the 
points. For example, a person who earned an "A" in English 101 
received 0 points, but a person who earned a "D" received 3 
points.
For the second, third or subsequent repetition of the 
same course, the scale was altered so that negative points 
were assigned, thus removing penalty points accrued during 
earlier efforts. The numbers were adjusted also to take into 
account that a repeater's additional writing experience, 
knowledge of the course material and/or greater willingness 
to cooperate would make a higher grade easier to achieve. The 
negative points in the adjusted scale allowed students to 
redeem earlier bad grades, but not overtake students who had 
scored higher the first time.
Suppose, for example, one student took English 101 and 
received a "D" the first time (3 pts.) but a "B" the second 
time, (-2 points). A second student got a "B" the first time 
and so received 1 one point for that grade. However, the first 
student was also assigned 1 penalty point for repeating a 
course, leaving him with a ranking of "+2" for that course, 
so that he was not ranked equally with the second student who 
got a "B" the first time. It was assumed that with each 
repetition of a course, a student had a better chance of 
improving the grade due to accumulated experience with the
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course material, so the negative (redeeming) points are 
reduced in value with each repetition.
Six was chosen as the minimum number to qualify for the 
study to distance the subjects from average writers, whose 
ranking would be "4".
Below are some examples of "6" grade histories:
Participant A: COURSE GRADE POINTS
English 100 
English 101 
English 102 
Repeat 102 
English 102 C
C
C
D
1
2
3
1
-1
Total: 6
Participant B: COURSE
English 101 
English 102
GRADE POINTS
D
D
3
3
Total: 6
Participant C: COURSE GRADE POINTS
English 100 
Repeat 100 
English 100 
English 101 
English 102
D
C
C
F 1
1
0
2
2
Total: 6
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Participant D: COURSE GRADE POINTS
English 100 B 1
English 101 D 3
Repeat 101 1
English 101 C -1
English 102 W 4
Repeat 102 1
English 102 B -2
Total: 6
Below are examples of grade histories from participants who 
scored higher than 6 points:
Participant E:
Participant F:
COURSE GRADE POINTS
English 100 C 1
English 101 F 4
Repeat 101 1
English 101 D 0
English 102 W 4
Repeat 102 1
English 102 c -1
Total : 10
COURSE GRADE POINTS
English 100 C 1
English 101 F 4
Repeat 101 1
English 101 D 0
Repeat 101 1
English 101 C 0
English 102 F 4
Repeat 102 1
English 102 F 0
Repeat 102 1
English 102 D 0
Repeat 102 1
English 102 C 0
Total: 12
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After the ranking was completed, an alphabetical list was 
compiled with the names and last known addresses of the "O's" 
and the "6's" through "12's." The "l's" through "5's" were not 
used.
Locating participants
After an alphabetical list had been compiled with the 
names of the participants and the addresses which had appeared 
on the grade histories, the Alumni Association of the college 
compared the addresses with its more current records of the 
alumni and provided updated addresses for 100 of the 2 66 
participants even though some updated addresses later turned 
out to be outdated. There was no way before the first mailing 
to be certain which addresses were correct or whose parents 
at the original address might receive the survey instead and 
throw it away because their graduate had moved elsewhere.
Preliminary Postcards
Sending preliminary postcards to survey participants 
served a double purpose. First, a postcard briefly describing 
the research project and alerting the participant to the 
forthcoming survey most likely increased the response rate. 
Second, postcards served as an additional address check. The
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ones that came back marked "Moved No Forwarding Address"
verified which addresses on the mailing list were incorrect 
and gave an opportunity to search further for an updated 
address or to decide to send the survey to the original 
address, where the parents might forward it to an offspring 
living somewhere else.
Three weeks before mailing the first survey, postcards 
which had been stamped with a university affiliation as a 
return address were sent to participants.
First Survey Mailing
Three weeks after the postcards, the first mailing of the 
questionnaire went out. Each packet included a copy of the 
questionnaire, a stamped envelope pre-addressed to my mailbox 
at the university, and a cover letter on college letterhead.3 
Although the questionnaire's cover was a form letter, 
participants were greeted individually in the salutation, and 
each letter was signed. (See Appendices 4, 5 and 6 for cover 
letters.) Because the first mailing was sent out on a Friday 
afternoon at 2 p.m., it was considered a good omen when the 
first response appeared in the mailbox at 2 o'clock Monday 
afternoon. One hundred and eight participants responded to the 
first mailing by the suggested three-week deadline.
Second Mailing
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The second mailing was sent the day after the first 
mailing's deadline. The same packaging arrangement was used, 
but the message in the cover letter became shorter and more 
persuasive. Forty-two respondents returned the survey.
Third Mailing
Although a third mailing usually does not yield more than 
a handful of responses, each one is important when a small 
population of participants is involved. A third and final 
mailing was sent two months after the second. Sixteen more 
responses came back. Of the original population of 266, 22
surveys came back marked "Moved Forwarding Expired" leaving
a population of 244. Of this population, 166 participants, or 
68% of the population, responded.
Selecting Participants for Interviews
Twenty-eight participants (21 FBW's and seven FSW's) 
whose answers to the survey seemed most representative of the 
majority were selected for interviews although location, 
availability and scheduling affected the final choice of
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candidates. At least half of the respondents at each rank, (0, 
6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12) had answered "Yes" on the survey to 
the request for an interview.
The FBW's who had indicated willingness to be interviewed 
were divided into two subgroups, "the 6's" and "7-12 's", based 
on their numerical ranking. The lowest strata of writers had 
to be sufficiently represented in interviews in order for the 
most accurate profile of basic writers in the workplace to 
emerge. Although 30 was the target number for personal 
interviews, scheduling problems reduced the number of the 
FSW's who could be interviewed from 10 to 7, while one 
additional FBW was interviewed, bringing the total to 21 
interviews with FBW's and 7 interviews with FSW's.
Participants who were interviewed face to face 
represented the following ranks:
RANK NUMBER INTERVIEWED
0 7
6 7
7 7
8 4
10 2
11 1
Total:28
Depending on how verbal the participants were, the 
interviews took from 45 minutes to almost two hours.
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Participants were also asked to provide a sample of writing 
they typically did at work.
Interview Questions
The interview questions were designed as an in-depth 
follow up to the survey questions. Participants were asked the 
same questions in the same order although some variation 
occurred if a participant said something which needed 
elaboration. Also, if a participant was talkative and 
inadvertently answered later interview questions early in the 
meeting, it seemed more efficient to skip those questions 
later. In addition, one part of the interview asked detailed 
questions about the types of writing done regularly at work, 
so if a participant wrote more than an average amount, this 
portion of the interview took longer, making it necessary to 
cut out the less essential questions at the end. Despite minor 
variations, the procedure and focus of each interview were 
essentially the same.
Analysis
Since a central question of this study was whether FBW's 
are "different" from the rest of the post-graduate college 
population in terms of demographics, writing practices,
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attitudes and beliefs, a comparative framework was used to 
present the survey data. The answers were computed into 
frequency distributions. In addition, Kendall and Spearman 
non-probability statistical techniques were used to verify 
any statistically significant correlations between 12 
variables related to FBW's only.
Since the interviews supplied lengthy explanations for 
the quantifiable survey data, interview transcripts were 
analyzed for patterns and the findings were used as supporting 
evidence for the discussion in Chapter 3.
Limitations
Any social research contains limitations (Anderson, 
1985a; Babbie, 1979; Blalock, Goode & Hatt, 1972; Gorden, 
1980; Lauer & Asher, 1988; Simon, 1969). Babbie, for example, 
cited inaccurate observation, overgeneralization, selective 
observation, deduced information, illogical reasoning, 
ego-involvement, premature closure of inquiry, mystification 
of residuals and human error as possible pitfalls of social 
science in general (pp. 10-13) . Specifically, survey research, 
according to Babbie, has inherent weaknesses. The questions 
on a survey, for instance, must be "minimally appropriate" to 
a large audience (p. 346) and as a result, may not be able to 
probe deeply into certain complex topics. Also, the
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questionnaire's design is inflexible and cannot be adjusted 
in the face of unsuspected new variables. A survey depends 
upon self-reporting rather than the researcher's direct 
observation (pp. 345-347). Finally, the lower the response 
rate, the higher the response bias (p. 335).
One of the limitations of this study is the sample size. 
Although the paradoxical nature of the two independent 
variables, college graduation plus low grades in required 
English courses, automatically limited the number of available 
candidates for this study, a larger number of employed former 
basic writers should be studied before clear-cut conclusions 
can be made about them.
Furthermore, while the response rate of the FBW's was 
respectable, especially for a population of people who might 
be most likely to not want to discuss their writing with an 
English teacher, one always wonders about the participants who 
did not respond. Like nonrespondents for any survey, they may 
have been busy or uninterested. On the other hand, they may 
also have been unemployed or not so successful with their 
lives.
Geographical bias is another possible limitation. The 
population of subjects was composed almost entirely of people 
who were originally from rural areas in South Carolina. A 
discussion of the deficiencies in the South Carolina public 
school system is beyond the scope of this study; however, it
should be noted that South Carolina's Educational Improvement 
Act, whose purpose was to overhaul the state's educational 
system, is less than a decade old. The secondary school 
backgrounds of some students who attended Francis Marion 
College between 1984 and 1988 may have been inferior to that 
of a population from a different part of the country, thus 
influencing freshman grades, the basis on which subjects were 
selected for this study, and possibly making participants less 
representative of the general population of basic writers than 
if the participants had been selected from varied geographical 
and secondary school backgrounds.
In addition, grades can never be a foolproof tool for 
predicting people's skills (Diedrich, 1974). They are 
secondhand evidence. Therefore, it is probably inevitable that 
there were some participants in this study whose writing 
skills were not really as poor as the grades indicate. 
Similarly, there were probably some poor writers who should 
have been in this study but who managed by luck or inflation 
to get better grades than they deserved. The population may 
also have included some college graduates who had "had 
problems" with writing but whose problems were more grounded 
in attitude and emotions than writing ability. However, they 
were all equally at the bottom of the grade continuum. 
Although grades as a measure of past writing ability may have 
had inherent limitations, they were, at least, an entirely
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objective measurement. Since the term "basic writer" has no 
officially agreed upon definition, selecting a population of 
them personally, based on firsthand observation of writing, 
would have carried the even larger limitation of creating a 
subjective definition of what constitutes basic writing.(In 
Troyka's 1987 study involving the re-ranking of 109 previously 
ranked essays written by basic writers from nine states, the 
rankers, who had student papers to work from, did not agree 
with the original rankers' assessments.)
Another limitation was response bias created by mobility. 
The graduates who were the most mobile were the hardest to 
reach through the survey. Although 22 surveys were returned 
by the postal service marked "Address Unknown" or "No 
Forwarding Address", some questionnaires undoubtedly neither 
reached participants nor came back. Instead, they went to the 
participants' original home addresses and were not forwarded 
by the parents. Therefore, the data does not reflect the 
answers of some of the graduates who had moved more often and 
who may have held different perspectives.
Finally, the interviews had to be conducted with people 
who were geographically accessible, so the participants who 
were interviewed were all residents of South Carolina, a small 
rural state. This raises the question of whether the 
perspectives provided by these working adults would be 
different from those of employees from other regions, such as
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the Northeast. Another consideration is whether the less 
mobile graduates had the same range of job opportunity as 
those who had left the state.
Neverthless, this research, in spite of its limitations, 
provides some useful, initial answers which may lead to 
larger, more widespread studies on basic writers in the 
workplace.
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Notes
1I did not feel entirely comfortable assigning my 
subjects with the label "basic writer" because of the word's 
widespread negative stigma. The participants in my study may 
have had some problems with writing during college, but they 
all had the determination to continue with their educations 
and finish Bachelors Degrees. For this, they should be 
commended, not condemned through connotations. Also, after 
meeting with 21 of the participants later in the research 
process, I was impressed with the depth and scope of their 
talents and contributions. Even if they had not been the best 
writers during their freshmen years of college, they were 
admirable human beings.
2Recalibration sessions also prepare faculty for grading 
the English 100 and English 101 Departmental exit essay exams, 
which are graded in group grading sessions. Using a 1 to 6 
scale, at least two graders who are not the examinee's teacher 
must agree on a grade within 2 points of each other. Because 
a failing grade on the final essay for English 100 and 101 may 
prevent a student from passing the courses, members of the 
faculty make an effort to abide by the grading standards. The 
English Department has defined two levels of failure for the 
final exam in order to distinguish students who will 
automatically fail the course from those who may pass if the
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Notes
overall course average is passing or through an appeal to the 
Director of Composition. Although the third required course, 
English 102, does not follow a departmentally regulated final 
exam like the other two courses, instructors are expected to 
grade their own exams using the same standards used for the 
other required courses. Also, the English 102 final exam 
grades, like the final exam grades for the other two courses, 
are expected to count approximately 25% of the final course 
grade.
3The cover letter described the project in general terms 
but did not mention to participants that I knew their grades 
in the early required English courses. In "Overt versus Covert 
Research and Ethical Considerations," Bogdan and Taylor state 
that "there are serious ethical questions to be raised in 
regard to covert research" but conclude that "all research is 
to some extent secret in the sense that the researcher never 
tells the subjects everything" (pp. 28-30) . There were obvious 
reasons for omitting the fact that I had knowledge of their 
grade histories. First, it was assumed that many potential 
respondents were sensitive about their English grades and 
referring to the grades not only might have insulted or hurt
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Notes
them, but also might have scared too many away from the 
project. Second, I was committed to anonymity for the 
participants. Although their names obviously had to be used 
to send the questionnaire and make contacts for interviews, 
they were assured that their answers to the survey would be 
kept confidential and that they would not be named in the 
study. Furthermore, participation in the project was entirely 
voluntary. Participants were told in the preliminary postcard 
that I was an English teacher who was studying writing habits. 
Those for whom this subject evoked too much pain or hostility 
were perfectly free not to respond. Also, the hypothesis 
underlying the research was one which viewed former basic 
writers in a favorable light, not an unflattering one. Last, 
during the interviews, many participants volunteered the 
information that "I was a horrible writer in college." Most 
did not seem to mind reporting their grade histories.
CHAPTER THREE 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This chapter discusses the results of the survey and the 
follow-up interviews. The overall response rate to the survey 
was 68%. The original population of 266 was reduced to 244 
(182 FBW's and 62 FSW's) after 22 surveys were returned by the 
postal service. One hundred and sixty six participants, 119 
or 65% of the FBW's and 47 or 75% of the FSW's, returned the 
questionnaires. At least half or more of the FBW's from each 
of the five graduation years used for this study (1984-1989) 
responded to the survey, while fewer than half of the FSW's 
from 1984 and 1986, but three quarters or more from the other 
years, responded (see Appendix 7) . Most of the FBW respondents 
were male (no doubt a reflection of the gender distribution 
of the original population, which consisted of twice as many 
males as females) and most of the FSW respondents were female, 
also a reflection of the original population (see Appendix 8) . 
The majority of respondents from both groups were living in 
South Carolina (see Appendix 9).
The frequency distributions of responses to the survey 
were calculated for both groups and these appear in Appendix 
10. In addition, Kendall and Spearman non-probability 
statistical techniques were used to verify statistically 
significant correlations between 12 variables related to FBW's 
only (Appendices 11 and 12). Finally, transcriptions of
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personal interviews with representative respondents were 
analyzed. Interview questions can be read in Appendix 2.
Overview of Survey Findings 
To undertake research about former basic writers' 
management of work writing first required the assumption that 
the population of former basic writers under consideration 
held jobs. This proved to be true. From the survey it was 
learned that all but 3.36% of the FBW respondents (four 
people) were employed compared to 2.12% (one person) among the 
FSW's who responded. The FBW's showed a distinct preference 
for careers in business and finance, (40%), while 55.6% of the 
FSW's were employed in health and education (see Table 1).
According to the survey data, the FBW's did approximately 
the same amount and the same types of writing at work as the 
FSW's (see Table 2). They reported feeling almost as positive 
about and satisfied with their writing as FSW's, experienced 
about the same degree of enjoyment and were not paralyzed with 
anxiety. Specific numerical results of the survey data are 
discussed later in this chapter.
During follow-up interviews, the FBW's' elaborate 
descriptions of the purpose, audience, timeframe, reader, 
subject matter and strategies for each type of writing they 
had reported doing at work made it apparent that they really 
were writing as much as they had claimed on the survey. Most, 
when asked, produced writing samples. In addition, the concern 
they voiced about wanting to write well, their awareness of
TABLE 1
Business
Finance
Education
Health
Government
Other
Full-time 
Part-time 
Unemployed 
Left blank
DISTRIBUTION OF JOB TYPES
# Of FBW S
36
11
20
3
15
34
# Of FBW* S
110
3
4 
2
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its importance, their anecdotes about multiple revisions, 
intense editing and consultations with co-workers left little 
doubt that most of them took their writing seriously enough 
to work hard at it.
This— — and the fact that their employment had not been
terminated led to the conclusion that these FBW's were
writing adequately at work. Since evaluating their writing was 
beyond the scope of this project, there were no grounds on 
which to claim that the FBW's' writing was "good." Nor is it 
being suggested that writing which would be considered 
"adequate" at work would be considered "adequate" by an 
English teacher for an English course. A. Sharplin et al. 
(1986) surveyed 253 managers to determine how satisfied they 
were with their employees' writing and were surprised at the 
responses. They wrote,
Based on current criticism of American education, 
it was expected that [the] managers would be 
extremely dissatisfied with their subordinate's 
communication skills, especially their writing 
ability. But managers tended to evaluate their 
subordinates' communication skills in a moderately 
favorable way (p. 84).
But whatever the level of writing produced by the
FBW's careful analysis of FBW's work-related writing should
be the topic of a further study it did not appear to be a
serious handicap to job success. An estimator for a
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construction company stated emphatically at the end of an 
interview, "I hate the fact that I now have the tools I need 
to write, and I didn’t have them [in college]. I almost wish 
I could go back now and show that professor that I do know how 
to write."
Overview of Interview Findings
How were the FBW's doing it? How were they able to write 
adequately for their jobs when they had had trouble writing 
for their English classes?
The answer to this question emerged during the second 
phase of this research, the personal interviews. Twenty-eight 
participants, 21 FBW's and seven FSW's, were interviewed for 
about an hour. Outside of the English classroom, sitting in 
offices, at computers, in living rooms, surrounded by 
colleagues, husbands, furniture, pets, engaging in friendly 
conversation, former basic writers looked and acted like the 
professional working adults we encounter daily. Collectively, 
they portrayed the workplace as an easier writing environment.
First, most writing tasks required at work were short, 
to the point, usually not requiring excessive embellishment. 
They were routine, often repeated tasks, done in the same type 
of format or writing style each time. There were few ironclad 
deadlines; even when deadlines existed, there was almost 
always more than enough time to do the writing. In addition,
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writing was only part of the work routine, subordinate to more 
important endeavors, such as saving a patient's life or 
writing a software program. The FBW's, just like the FSW's, 
had been hired for their knowledge of the field, not for their 
proficiency in English. Best of all, many said, that horrible 
dread of receiving The Grade (or some type of critical 
evaluation) on each written product had finally been removed, 
which was a tremendous relief.
Time had also helped. Some FBW's said they had written 
poorly in freshman English but had "caught on" to writing 
several years later; they had simply needed more time. Many 
also remembered the bad attitudes they had brought into 
freshman composition due to their youthful ignorance about the 
importance of good writing skills. Looking back, they wished 
they had considered writing as important then as they did now.
In addition, mature basic writers had more motivation 
because they were now adult college graduates being paid to 
do a job. Wanting very much to look and be professional, they 
knew that sloppily written texts would reflect poorly upon 
them and their companies. Most were concerned about what their 
bosses and co-workers would think of them if they did not 
write well. As a result, they were willing to work hard on 
written texts. All-too-familiar with their writing weaknesses 
by now, they knew what to be on guard for. They knew which 
tricky words and constructions to avoid.
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Even more important, they now had knowledge of and 
interest in the subject matter they were writing about, which 
was extremely focused and very predictable. Also, they either 
knew their audiences personally or knew enough about their 
audience's needs to be able to conjure up a mental profile. 
Well-informed about their purposes for writing, they knew the 
possible rewards and consequences that they might generate 
through any given writing task. In fact, they had seen, 
perhaps for the first time, the results that a well-written 
or poorly written product could bring, repercussions far more 
powerful than a grade written at the top of an essay.
Moreover, through work, these people had become members 
of a select social and discourse community which shared the 
same goals, knowledge and j argon. Employees within each 
community collaborated unofficially, sharing ideas, 
proofreading, editing. Former basic writers were not ashamed 
or afraid to ask for help because they realized the importance 
of producing a good written product. In the business world, 
the product, not the process, counts. As one participant, a 
secondary school teacher, stated, "When I turn something in, 
they don't know [how much] I've had to look something up or 
double check...."
All these aspects of the writing process will now be 
discussed individually in the next section. For convenience, 
percentages, which were calculated to the nearest hundredth, 
have been rounded off to the nearest whole number.
Types of Writing Tasks
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In the questionnaire, respondents were asked to report 
how often they did each of 20 forms of writing (see Table 2). 
Most types of writing were "never" done by the majority of 
both groups. These were 1)two page letters, 2)three-page 
letters, 3)oral dictation for someone else to type,
4)proposals for funding of projects 5) formal reports 6)minutes 
of meetings or conversations 7)written speeches 8) articles 
for professional journals 9)articles for company newsletters 
10) articles for public relations 11)articles for the 
newspaper 12) brochures and pamphlets 13) contracts 14)format 
letters and 15) creating the format of pre-printed forms. 
However, this should not be misinterpreted to mean that only 
five types of writing were done. All the different forms were 
being written by at least some of the members of both groups.
Only five types of writing were done once per month or 
more by the majority of both groups. These types were 1)short 
memos 2)long memos, 3)one-page letters 4)informal notes to 
someone else and 5)filling out preprinted forms.
FBW's reported writing these five forms at least as often 
and sometimes more often than FSW's. For example, 29% of FBW's 
wrote short memos every day, compared to 11% of FSW's, and 25% 
of FBW's wrote short memos two or three times per week, 
compared to 18% of FSW's.
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TABLE 2
TYPES OF WRITING HOST FREQUENTLY DONE AT WORK
Never Once per Once 2 or 3
Month per times
Week per 
Week
1) Short Memos
% Of FBW's 9.09 15.45 17.27 25.45
% Of FSW'S 20.00 35.56 15.56 17.78
2) Long Memos
% Of FBW'S 37.61 29.36 20.18 10.09
% Of FSW'S 48.89 33.33 13.33 4.44
3) l-pg. letters
% of FBW's 28.44 36.70 19.27 12.84
% Of FSW'S 39.02 34.15 17.07 9.76
4) Informal notes 
to someone else
% of FBW's 7.34 13.76 15.60 26.61
% Of FSW'S 4.44 15.56 22.22 24.44
5) Filling out 
preprinted forms
% Of FBW'S 16.22 15.32 14.41 22.52
% Of FSW'S 6.82 38.64 13.64 13.64
Every
Day
29.09
11.11
2.75 
0.00
2.75 
0.00
36.70
33.33
31.53
27.27
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In addition, 62% of FBW's wrote long memos once a month 
or more; 51% of FSW's did the same. One-page letters were 
written by 72% of FBW's once per month or more and by 61% of 
FSW's once a month or more. Sixty-three percent of FBW's 
reported writing informal notes either two or three times per 
week or every day, as did 58% of FSW's. Sixty-eight percent 
of FBW's reported filling out pre-printed forms at least once 
a week or more, compared to 55% of FSW's.
Thus, the types of writing most frequently done by FBW's 
were short. Except for pre-printed forms, none of these five 
forms was more than about a page long. As one of the FBW's, 
a sales representative for a chemical company explained, 
"There are not a whole lot of places I can go wrong." Many 
basic writers find it difficult to develop their college 
essays to the required 350 to 500 word length, for reasons 
ranging from lack of interest in the topic to fear of errors. 
At work, the brevity of most writing tasks gave the FBW's an 
advantage. An FBW who owned his own yard maintenance business 
recalled, "I can remember when I was in college writing for 
hours trying to think of something to write...then when [I 
got] it back, it [had] all kinds of red marks on it saying 
it's not what he wanted." Now this man's writing tasks are 
very short; "I might write a memo telling somebody what I did 
to their yard if they weren't home and telling them the price 
so they can send me a check," he said. Another participant, 
a surveyor, described his typical short memos as "a brief
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explanation of what we did...[such as] we completed house lot 
number such-and-such, and here's the field notes on it." A 
participant who worked as a sales representative commented, 
"[In college] you turn in a 20-page term paper. Who turns in 
a 20-page paper at work? The things I do are way below that. 
There's nobody I work with who's going to read 20 pages." 
Certainly, the half-a-page or page long writing tasks done 
most often at work were easier for the FBW's.
In addition to being short, the content of much day to 
day business writing, in contrast to the typical college 
essay, is pared down to the main points and unembellished with 
creative detail. Even when composition teachers assign only 
subj ect-centered modes of writing, they still expect 
"sufficient support", whether syllogistic reasoning, 
statistics and facts or illustrative examples. To just state 
the points would constitute "underdevelopment." However, 
since each place of work is a community of shared knowledge 
and goals and since the writing is transactional, the writer 
and audience at work do not have to explain and support points 
in every routine written communication. In class, on the other 
hand, where background knowledge is not shared by the student 
and teacher and each topic is a fresh, unfamiliar one, a 
student must support points more lavishly than an employee 
writing at work. Many of the samples of job writing which were 
collected from the participants in this study consisted of 
main points only. Some had been written as outlines or lists.
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A junior high school teacher who wrote reports about 
misbehaving students remarked, "I have to just stick to the 
facts." A sales representative said, "My [work] writing...is 
just short and generalized. My writing is adequate to handle 
the job when I have to write things such as that. It could 
become inadequate if I had to write [long] publications."
The style of the participants1 writing samples tended to 
be straightforward and clipped, the very same style which 
prompts teachers to recommend sentence-combining or cohesive 
transitions. A health physics technician said, "I've always 
known how to write technically...things just flow through me 
when I'm writing from a technical standpoint."
With preprinted forms now a prominent form of 
communication in the workforce, a formerly weak writer will 
probably not find it difficult to fill in the blanks with 
numbers or two-word phrases.
Repetition
Another plus for FBW's is the repetitive nature of most 
work-related correspondence. Employees are not confronted with 
new topics, new modes and new audiences every few days, as in 
English class. Work-related writing is routine and repetitive. 
Several social workers who were interviewed, for example, 
regularly wrote up case histories of new clients. The life 
stories contained variations, but the format, length, style, 
purpose and audience were the same every time. An insurance
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agent wrote letters to prospective clients to solicit 
business, a teacher sent short memos home to parents to report 
children's progress and problems, a real estate appraiser 
described property values. While the subject matter varied, 
it was still within the framework of knowledge that the writer 
was familiar with. If the audiences were different, they still 
fell within predictable general audience profiles (parents, 
real estate clients).
Time Frames
Almost all participants who were interviewed said they 
usually had more than sufficient time to finish the writing 
that was expected of them although many reported that they 
procrastinated until the last minute anyway. Question 19B on 
the survey asked respondents to describe the effect, ranging 
from "Very positive" to "Very negative", that certain 
conditions at work had upon their writing. One of these 
conditions was amount of time. Thirty-eight percent of FBW's 
said that this had a "Very positive" or "Somewhat positive" 
effect and 36% said it had "No effect" on their writing. Only 
12% felt that the amount of time had a "Somewhat negative" or 
"Very negative" effect. Although it is possible that too much 
time could produce a negative effect, it is assumed that the 
negative effect was being caused by too little time for that 
12%. The others probably had ample time.
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Writing at work sometimes involved deadlines, but not 
very harsh ones. Often, no formal deadline existed; it was 
simply understood that assignments should be completed as soon 
as possible, since completed writing tasks often translated 
into more business for the company. A real-estate appraiser 
said,
We generally don't set deadlines for ourselves. 
Occasionally we will run into a situation...where 
we have a set amount of time to do something 
[because] we have somebody out there just waiting 
on us to get this thing, so we have to hurry...we 
like to give ourselves as much time as we need on 
the longer documents, the appraisals, the formal 
reports. We like to give ourselves as much time as 
it takes; if we need a month, we take a month; if 
we need a week, we take a week; if it takes a day, 
we generally try to get it out in a day...you don't 
know how much time [it will take] till you're 
finished.
Some participants set self-imposed deadlines on writing 
tasks which were not formally required, but which made the 
work process run more smoothly, such as informing another 
employee about a problem in production, or reporting a 
student's academic troubles to parents. In these instances, 
no ironclad deadline existed; a writer could set up a
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reasonable but flexible deadline for herself, such as "by the 
end of the day". Then she could write at her convenience.
The relatively short length of the majority of writing 
tasks and the routine and repetitive nature of these tasks 
also made the deadlines fairly predictable and less 
intimidating. Writing half a page by the end of the workday 
is a fairly easy task for any writer, especially if she has 
written that same type of memo dozens of times before in the 
same timeframe. A sales representative for a food company 
said, "Deadlines are important, but not that important. I have 
to prioritize all the time. And if a report is late, then 
whoever it's late for usually understands. If it's late, it's 
late. I try to get things in on time, but if I can't, I 
can't." At work, writing tasks were inextricably bound to 
larger goals; therefore, participants met their deadlines 
because they wanted to do their jobs well.
Autonomy
The flexible, open-ended or generous time frames for 
writing at work gave employees a sense of autonomy over their 
writing. If an employee knew that a form had to be filled out 
"by tomorrow" or that a proposal for funding must be submitted 
by a certain date three weeks henceforth, he could write when 
it suited his schedule. College students often complain about 
being forced to write during English class whether they are
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in the mood or not. At work, employees are not completely free 
of imposed schedules? sometimes a letter must get out that 
afternoon. However, most of the time in the workforce, 
employees have much more freedom to decide when, how and where 
they will write. They may do it all at once or do it in small 
steps, do it at home after work or do it in the employee 
lounge. They are not confined to one room at one time. A sales 
representative for a meat company said, "I get up early and 
write Monday's proposals on Monday morning. I won't even do 
it the night before. It's crazy isn't it? That's just how I 
work."
Furthermore, they had the freedom to use whatever 
composing strategies worked best for them. On the 
questionnaire, participants were asked how often, ranging from 
"Never" to "Almost Always", they employed techniques such as 
talking to someone else about the purpose of the writing task 
or looking up words in the dictionary or having someone else 
read a final draft to check for errors. Though the FBW's 
reported using some strategies slightly less often than FSW's, 
their composing processes overall were very similar to FSW's.
Frequently employed strategies were 1)Talking to someone 
else about the subject matter or the purpose of writing,
2)thinking about or trying to find out about the person or 
people who were going to read the text, 3)making an informal 
list of notes, 4)writing at least one rough draft, 5)making 
minor changes in punctuation and wording after the final draft
67
is complete 6) having someone else read the final draft to 
check for errors 7)re-reading the final draft to oneself to 
check for errors and 8)looking up words in the dictionary. 
Number 6, having a co-worker proofread, was particularly 
popular. Forty-three percent of FBW's and 45% of FSW's 
consulted with others more than half of the time.
One practice which the majority of both groups "Never" 
employed was looking up rules in a grammar book. Looking up 
words in a thesaurus was almost as infrequent for both groups. 
When asked about this during interviews, several FBW's said 
it was much more convenient to check grammar rules and 
vocabulary choices with co-workers than to look them up. 
Several FBW's also had computer spell checks.
Being Valued for Other Skills
In most occupations other than journalism, writing 
ability is secondary in importance to knowledge of the field. 
Though employers want employees with top writing skills, even 
more, they want employees with top working skills. An 
excellent sales representative who is an average writer will 
be hired over an average sales representative who is a strong 
writer. A computer programmer interviewed for this study said, 
"I could write a computer program in Basic and be sloppy, but 
if the program did something very useful that people wanted, 
they would buy the heck out of it." Added a sales
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representative, "Being an excellent writer probably wouldn't 
help you [as much as] being a horrible writer would hurt you."
The FBW's interviewed for this study were hired for many 
reasons unrelated to writing ability. The vast majority of 
both FBW's and FSW's (69% of FBW's and 75% of FSW's who were 
interviewed for their present jobs) reported that they were 
never asked about their writing skills during job interviews. 
Asked to check off the most likely reasons they were not asked 
about writing skills, 16% of FBW's and 13% of FSW's indicated 
that the jobs they were applying for required very little or 
no writing; 8% of FBW's and 5% of FSW's reported that the 
quality of writing was not important for their particular 
jobs, 34% of FBW's and 49% of FSW's stated that their other 
skills, such as knowledge of the field, were more important 
to the interviewer, and 38% of FBW's and 31% of FSW's believed 
that the interviewer assumed that they had reasonably good 
writing skills because they were college graduates.
During the interviews for this study, participants were 
asked what qualities their employers valued most in them. The 
most common responses included knowledge of the field, 
integrity, and ability to relate well to people. Right from 
the start of their careers, many of the FBWs in this study 
knew they had been hired for talents, skills or purposes other 
than writing, giving them a psychological advantage when they 
did have to write. On the other hand, in English class, a 
basic writer's value is measured in direct proportion to
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grades received on written essays, nothing more. Since low 
grades often demolish the writer's self-esteem, a downward 
spiral is launched. However, this negative cycle is broken 
when FBW's are placed in a situation where writing is required 
but is considered secondary to their strong skills.
All participants were asked whether it would make a 
difference in their jobs if they had been the best writer ever 
to graduate from a four-year college. Virtually all said no, 
that superior writing skills would be wasted in their 
particular profession. "Nobody is going to sit there and read 
one of my monthly reports and say, 'Oh, this guy is great,'" 
said a sales representative. "They' 11 just look at it and read 
it and throw it in the pile. But if [the writing] is horrible, 
they might think, 'This guy's an idiot.'"
Just as their employers had hired them for reasons other 
than writing ability, most of the respondents had sought 
majors and jobs for reasons unrelated to writing ability. The 
majority of both groups (76% of FBW's and 77% of FSW's) 
reported in the survey that their feelings about writing had 
had no effect on their choice of a college major, and 84% of 
FBW's and 79% of FSW's stated that it had had no effect on 
their choice of a job. However, for the few FBW's that had 
been affected by feelings, a statistically significant 
positive correlation was found between the feelings subjects 
reported towards writing in college and whether they had 
sought or avoided majors or careers which they thought
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involved writing. As might be expected, the more a writer 
disliked writing in college, the more likely he was to avoid 
it in his major or career.
In addition, there was a positive correlation between the 
FBW's feelings about work-writing and whether they had sought 
or avoided majors or careers which they thought involved 
writing. The more negative they had felt about writing in 
college and at work, the more likely they were to have avoided 
maj ors and jobs which they thought involved writing, and 
conversely, the more positive they felt about writing, the 
more likely they were to have sought ma j ors and jobs which 
involved writing.
As might be expected, slightly more of the FBW's (11% 
compared to 5% of FSW's) reported that they had "Somewhat 
avoided" a college major which they thought involved a lot of 
writing, just as more of them (7%, compared to 0% for FSW's) 
"somewhat" or "strongly" avoided a job which they thought 
required writing. On the other hand, surprisingly, 11% of 
FBW's "Somewhat sought" a major which required writing; 1% 
even "Strongly sought" a college major which required writing. 
In fact, 8% of FBW's "Strongly sought" or "Somewhat sought" 
jobs which they thought required a lot of writing; however, 
it was discovered during the interviews that these 
participants had not meant that they wanted to write 
frequently; they believed that jobs which required more 
writing would have higher status.
A Different Grading System
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Writing done at work was not free from judgment. But it 
was free from that final, irrevocable grade, which had often 
scared FBW's in the past. A first grade teacher stated,
Usually in college, there was a rough draft, then 
a final draft and then a grade. Whereas now,[at 
work] there may be several rough drafts; you send 
the final draft, and it may not be right so it comes 
back. There's not that grade waiting for you at the 
end. [At work] you work on it until it's right, and 
then you send it. I like that better. There's not 
that finality of the grade...at work, it's a lot 
more relaxed atmosphere where writing is concerned 
because you know there's not that grade, that 
all-powerful grade that none of us remembers in 10 
years. I enjoy it better now. I don't feel like 
there's something hanging over my head.
According to participants who were interviewed, the 
"grading system" at work consisted of occasional verbal 
feedback from bosses and co-workers, and self-critiquing by 
the writers themselves, both of which somehow seemed less 
intimidating than a grade frozen in place at the top of an 
essay. Since the participants felt valued by their employers 
or co-workers for skills other than writing, they did not have 
to feel like total failures if they received any negative
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feedback or suggestions for changes in their writing, since 
writing was an important but small part of their jobs. A 
social worker said, "You don't 'fail' at work; you just get 
talked to, so [writing for] school is a lot tougher [than 
writing] at work [where] you get to do it over and over, but 
in school you usually have just one or two chances.11 
Fifty-seven percent of FBW's reported on the survey that they 
had "no fear" of having their work writing evaluated (compared 
to 70% of FSW's). Also, 59% of FBW's indicated on the survey 
that they did not expect their writing to be negatively 
evaluated at work (compared to 74% of FSW's).
The true "grading system" at work is one's job security 
and future opportunities for promotion and advancement. The 
survey data revealed that there was little difference in the 
FBW's and FSW's beliefs about how important writing well was 
to their day to day job performance and to future advancement. 
For only a few participants in both groups, job security and 
advancement were perceived as "Entirely dependent" on good 
writing skills. Four percent of FBW's and 7% of FSW's said 
their present job security was "Entirely dependent" on their 
writing. Furthermore, only 2% of FBW's and 9% of FSW's (they 
were teachers, a paralegal, a software product analyst, a 
maintenance control officer, and a technical writer) believed 
their future promotions and advancements were "Entirely 
dependent" on their writing skills.
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On the other hand, 48% of FBW's, compared to 32% of 
FSW's, believed good writing skills had "No influence" or 
"Minimal influence" on present job security, and 45% of FBW's 
believed their writing had "No influence" or "Minimal 
influence" on future promotions (compared to 39% of FSW's).
However, a large number in both groups (49% of FBW's and 
61% of FSW's) felt that writing skills had a "Moderate" or 
"Important" influence on present job security. Also, 53% of 
FBW's and 52% of FSW's believed that writing skills had a 
"Moderate" or "Important" influence on future job security.
It was further discovered through the statistical 
analyses of the FBW's responses to certain questions that 
there were some statistically significant correlations between 
variables, such as FBW's dates of graduation, frequency of 
on-the-job writing, feelings toward writing at work and in 
college, and more. (See Appendices 11 and 12.)
Most of the survey questions offered answer choices of 
numbers one through five, which represented respondents' 
ranges of feelings, beliefs, and practices. A positive 
correlation existed between two variables when the response 
pattern for the one through five answer choices on one survey 
question (variable) moved in the same direction as the 
response pattern for the one through five answer choices of 
another question (variable); that is, more respondents than 
sheer coincidence could account for, who answered lower 
response categories to one question, also answered lower
response categories to the other question under consideration. 
A negative correlation existed when responses to the one 
through five answer choices on one survey question (variable) 
moved in the opposite direction of the one through five answer 
choices on the other survey question (variable). However, 
since the survey questions were not designed so that the 
concepts being measured necessarily increased as the answer 
numbers increased, it was necessary to examine whether the 
value of the concept being measured by each question increased 
or decreased as answers moved from one to five.
For example, Question # 4, which asked, "How would you 
best describe your feelings toward writing when you were in 
college?", correlated negatively with Question # 12, which 
asked, "In your current job, how much influence do you think 
your writing skills will have upon your future promotions and 
advancements?" This means that the one through five responses 
of Question #4 moved in the opposite direction of Question # 
12 's one through five responses. Respondents who answered 
lower response categories to Question #4 were more likely to 
answer higher response categories on Question #12. However, 
the way the answers to Question # 4 were set up, the higher 
the numerical answer choice, the less the positive feelings 
toward writing, while in Question #12, the higher the 
numerical answer choice, the more important respondents 
believed writing to be. Therefore, the negative correlation 
between the two variables actually shows that respondents who
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had stronger positive feelings about writing in college, 
believed writing was more important to their jobs.
FBW's feelings about writing at work correlated 
negatively with beliefs about future job security. Therefore, 
the more positive the FBW's felt about writing for work, the 
more likely they were to perceive work writing as important 
for future promotions and advancements.
FBW's who were interviewed were asked to expand on 
whether it was important to job security for college graduates 
to be able to write well. A small number (including all of the 
teachers) answered emphatically ''Absolutely yes!" but the rest 
replied, in essence, "Yes, but..." or even "No", explaining 
that while it would be preferable to be an excellent writer, 
a non-excellent writer, fresh out of college, could survive
in the workplace. Several said, "Look at me I'm not a great
writer." Others said that it depended on the job; some jobs 
appropriate for college graduates (their own, for instance) 
emphasized other skills more. A salesman who had been in the 
workforce for two years said, "You don't have to write well. 
but you have to be able to write, to get to the point and to 
make sure that someone can understand what you' re trying to 
get across."
A real estate appraiser, who had been out of college for 
six years, said that either an individual must have strong 
writing skills or the "ability to persuade or make people 
believe [my italics] he has writing skills."
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On the other hand, many of the FBW's who were interviewed 
felt that to advance at work, an employee must be a good 
writer. "They're not going to fire you over writing," said a 
social worker. "[But not writing well] could keep you from 
getting a raise because you're not as good as you should be."
Passage of time
The time that had passed since the first year of college- 
— a minimum of five years for all participants in this
study  had not only given FBW's five more years of writing
practice but had also cultivated better attitudes towards 
writing. Some participants had been weak writers in college 
because they had not had good backgrounds in high school and 
needed more than two or three semesters of writing classes to 
catch up. "[It was not until] my junior year where I got to 
a point to where I felt confident that I could write according 
to [college] standards" said a health physics technician. In 
fact, he joked, "Lots of times if I go out of town and have 
to write to my wife, I have gotten into this bad habit of 
writing 500 word essays to her."
In addition, some FBW's attributed their weak 
performances in writing to their bad attitudes during their 
freshman year. One participant, who had been in the workforce 
for six years, stated,
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[When I was in college] I was trying to get by. That 
was my attitude as a young college person...to have 
a good time and do what it [took] to get by...just 
enjoy yourself and get by. Looking back on it now, 
had I known what I was going to be doing, I think 
that possibly I may even have considered taking a 
secondary degree in some type of writing.
Time and experience had shown the FBW's who had not taken 
English class seriously when they were 18 that writing
well or at the very least not writing poorly was important
after all.
Finally, maturity had taught participants to accept their 
weaknesses and work with them. A high school teacher, 
confident in her ability to teach well, said, "I do make 
errors and I cringe when I do, but I think it's good [when] 
you can accept that." Knowing their specific areas of weakness 
was beneficial. Question 15 on the survey asked respondents 
to check as many of the writing strengths listed that they 
believe applied to them. The categories were 1) clarity 2) ideas 
3)knowledge of the subject 4)ability to organize material 
well, 5)proficiency in grammar, spelling and mechanics,
6)vocabulary, 7)speed, 8)style and 9)other.
FBW's reported fewer strengths than FSW's. Fifty-seven 
percent of the FBW's reported knowledge of the subj ect as a 
strength, and 50% reported clarity as a strength. Nearly 37% 
believed their ideas were an asset, 48% believed they
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organized material well, and 31% felt that their grammar, 
spelling and mechanics were strong. Vocabulary was reported 
as a strength by 26% of FBW's. However, FSW's reported all 
these strengths more frequently than FBW's. Seventy-four 
percent of FSW's felt that knowledge of the sub j ect was a 
strength, and 64% believed they expressed themselves clearly 
and effectively. Forty-two percent thought their ideas were 
a strength, 74% organized material well, and 64% had 
confidence in their grammar, spelling and mechanics. About 
twice as many FSW's as FBW's, 51%, thought vocabulary was a 
strength.
Question 16, an open-ended guestion on the survey, asked 
respondents to write in their weaknesses as writers. Again, 
the FSW's appeared to be more self-assured about their 
writing, listing weaknesses far less often than FBW's. The 
weaknesses reported by both groups were 1)spelling 2)grammar 
3)organization 4)mechanics 5) vocabulary 6)clarity
7)conciseness 8)poor attitude 9)anxiety 10)lack of speed 
11)not enough time 12)penmanship 13)style 14)ability to 
develop and 15)procrastination.
The weakness reported most freguently by FBW's was 
spelling, which was listed 28 times. The second most frequent 
was lack of clarity, listed 22 times. Grammar was mentioned 
16 times and mechanics, 15 times. None of these weaknesses was 
reported more than five times by FSW's. Very likely, besides 
actually having more writing weaknesses, FBW's were also more
critical of themselves.However, this awareness of their 
strengths and weaknesses may have been an asset at work. Most 
of the FBW's who were interviewed could immediately identify 
their strengths and weaknesses as writers. Those who knew they 
could not spell well kept dictionaries nearby or had 
spell-check programs in their computers. Many still employed 
the old freshman composition trick of avoiding their problem 
areas. One participant admitted, "If I don't have time to look 
[something] up, I'11 make two short sentences instead of one 
long one to avoid [punctuation rules]. Or I' 11 use dashes 
instead of commas."
It is noteworthy that three out of the top four 
weaknesses FBW's listed under Question 16 were surface 
problems which could be addressed through close proofreading, 
rather than more deeply rooted global concerns such as 
inability to develop content or to perceive audience. One 
explanation might be that basic writers, as some of the 
earlier studies suggested, are more preoccupied with surface 
features in written texts than of broader, deeper 
considerations. Another might be that the context of the 
workplace removes some of the potential for global weaknesses 
by providing the writer with a stronger sense of purpose, 
consequences or rewards, a real audience, and built-in subject 
matter. The absence of these features in academic writing 
situations may have contributed to larger, more pervasive 
deficiencies in previous writing tasks.
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Motivation
Fifty-six percent of the FBW's who responded to the 
survey reported that their motivation had a "Very positive" 
or "Somewhat positive" effect on their writing ability, not 
quite as high as the 76% of FSW's whose motivation had a "Very 
positive" or "Somewhat positive" effect on writing.
Most of the participants who were interviewed said that 
they were motivated to write well at work and would do 
whatever they could to make a written product good. First, 
they wanted to look professional to the public. The 
real-estate appraiser explained,
I don't think, based on the average output of this 
office, that we would be publicly reprimanded for 
[a weakly written report], but obviously I wouldn't 
be proud of that kind of thing and being that we 
make our living writing documents for people to 
read, I would think that [a weakly written report] 
would be something we'd want to shy away from.
A worker in an asbestos plant said, "Anytime we wrote for 
the public or someone outside the office, we wanted it to be 
correct, not a misspelled word. It's not professional. We deal 
with hundreds of thousands worth of dollars in contracts and 
we need to be professional." A computer programmer and 
consultant pointed out that his customers "would wonder if I
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knew what I was doing if I couldn't spell and they had just 
spent $30,000 on a software package." A sales representative 
for an outdoor advertising company said, "[My writing] may be 
all someone sees of me. There's a lot of selling I do with 
people who are out of town...if I send them a letter with a 
misspelled word, that might say that we're an unprofessional 
company. It might turn them off. I try to always convey 
professionalism."
In addition, FBW's were concerned with the impression 
they made upon their bosses through their writing. Some 
bosses, particularly principals in the school system, were 
very concerned about how their employees wrote. The teachers 
who were interviewed said that employees who made errors in 
their writing were often "talked to" by the principal.
FBW's also worried about what co-workers would think of 
them. A first grade teacher, for example, usually went through 
several drafts of the long memos she left for substitute 
teachers so that she could make sure her writing was clear and 
error-free. She stated,
It would be awful if a substitute came in who was 
good in English and thought, 'Boy, this teacher 
doesn't know what she's doing and she's a teacher!
Look at this sentence it's not a sentence.' I
worry about things like that because word travels 
quickly.
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The motivating factors in the typical college writing 
classroom pale beside the incentives to write well in the 
workplace. Job security, reputation and ultimately, the 
paycheck undoubtedly have more clout than the threat of a poor 
grade. A male social worker who has been out of college for 
five years said, "In school you9re [writing] for a grade, and 
it just doesn91 seem to add up like it does when you do it for 
money. It9s basically what you9re doing [at work], writing for 
money. If I had known that I would have applied myself in the 
[college] years.9
When asked what they did in order to make their writing 
the best they could, the participants answered, in essence, 
"Whatever it takes.99 Because the FBW9 s knew the purpose, 
audience and potential results of all their writing tasks so 
well, they also could be selective about which assignments 
deserved extra collaboration, revision, editing and 
proofreading. A quick, two-line informal note to a co-worker 
asking a question about a company project would not, for 
instance, require extra attention. However, when participants 
knew that a written product (whether long or short, formal or 
informal) would be seen by important readers (i.e. boss, 
clients) and/or served an important purpose, they would take 
the extra time to ensure a good written product. One of the 
teachers observed, "I9m not very much motivated to make [my 
writing] correct if nobody9s going to see it. Like my lesson 
plans, it doesn91 make much difference if there are sentence
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fragments in them because nobody's going to see them anyway 
but me." But when she knew that her work would be seen by 
others, she, like the other participants, exerted more effort, 
such as writing several drafts and proofreading more than 
once.
Knowledge of the Subject and 
Familiarity with the Audience
At work, perhaps for the first time in a writer's life, 
the communication triangle is no longer the abstract 
theoretical model which the English teacher once drew on the 
blackboard and tried to infuse with a faint connection to real 
life by assigning a fake secondary audience, a contrived 
purpose, and occasionally a print-out of the subject matter 
(such as a half-page problem described in detail). In the 
workplace, what was once an abstract model becomes a very real 
form of interaction.
Most important to FBW's improvement with writing was 
knowing the subject matter. Eighty-five percent of FBW's and 
83% of FSW's who responded to the survey felt that this 
knowledge had a "Very positive" or "Somewhat positive" effect. 
At work, the subject matter was no longer elusive knowledge 
which had to be coaxed out of the memory through invention 
techniques in response to an unfamiliar essay topic which the
writer had never thought about. FBW's no longer had to invent 
or grope for the material. The job was the material. Having 
this knowledge at the forefront was mentioned frequently by 
FBW's as an important difference between college writing and 
work writing. "Instead of writing about A Tale of Two Cities. 
I'm writing about something I'm knowledgeab1e of," said one 
of the sales representatives."It just seems easier to write. 
When I know about something, I'm more comfortable writing 
about it." A social worker added, "If you know what you're 
talking about, it makes it easier than if you're stumbling to 
find the words and the right methods."
The majority of FBW's were not only knowledgeab1e about 
the sub j ect matter of their writing, they were also reasonably 
interested in it, since it was related to their chosen 
careers. According to the survey data, "Enthusiasm for the 
subject" had a "Very positive" or "Somewhat positive" effect 
on 70% of FBW's and 81% of FSW's. It is well recognized that 
most people write better about topics which interest them. 
Furthermore, unlike in academic writing, "the subj ect matter" 
in work-related writing cannot be disconnected from the 
larger, work-related goals. A working person truly interested 
in completing important company proj ects through writing 
cannot help but be interested in the subj ect matter of those 
projects.
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Knowing that their writing would be read by someone else 
had a "Very positive" or "Somewhat positive" effect on over 
72% of the FBW's (and 74% of the FSW's) who answered the 
survey. Knowing who they were writing for had a "Very 
positive" or "Somewhat positive" effect on 62% of the FBW's 
and 66% of FSW's.
Participants also said during interviews that they 
usually knew their target audiences, as well as any 
intermediary readers who would see the text. Often, the 
primary audience was a supervisor or co-worker that FBW's saw 
on a regular basis, but when they did not know an audience 
personally, they nevertheless were well attuned to that 
audience's needs and concerns. Furthermore, since many 
work-related writing tasks were transactional rather than 
terminal, participants gained a stronger sense of audience 
awareness through viewing their writing as part of a 
continuing dialogue with the same audience.
Familiarity with different audience's needs enabled FBW's 
to fine-tune their writing styles to different levels of 
knowledge. For example, a computer programmer who wrote 
instruction books for computer programs said he had to write 
them in "a simplistic manner" to make sure that readers 
without the same background knowledge would understand them. 
A salesman said, "Our general laborers don't have a high 
school degree and when you give writing to them it has to be
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a basic level so they can understand, whereas with a client, 
he might have been buying [our product] for 30 years."
Feedback from real audiences-that is, audiences who,
unlike teachers, were not being paid to give critical
reactions to writing tasks— — seemed more meaningful. For 
example, one of the social workers said,
Every now and then I have to write a press release. 
When I first started programs in the two counties 
I was working in, I wrote press releases for both
of those describing the program and how it would
affect the community. [I have gotten] a lot of 
comments from people who were pleased that there was 
a program like that in the area, calls from people 
who would never need the program but would just 
express their appreciation for being able to provide 
a program.. .that's kind of fun to get a reaction 
from people you don't know about something you've 
done.
Forty-five percent of FBW's and 36% of FSW's reported 
having received feedback from bosses; 44% of FBW's and 48% of 
FSW's had received it from co-workers; 12% of FBW's and 13% 
of FSW's had received it from the general public. Participants 
who were interviewed said that in general, feedback on the 
quality of the writing was sparse (unless a written product 
was noticably bad then they might hear about it). Yet it is
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suspected that the absence of negative feedback on a regular 
basis was crucial to a FBW's sense of self-esteem, which in 
turn, over time, fostered a stronger feeling of confidence 
about their writing ability. In fact some FBW's stated that 
they had been sought out by their supervisors to write certain 
projects because of earlier writing successes. This was not 
only tremendously flattering and motivating to them, but 
contributed to their growing cycle of success.
Purpose
In addition, all interviewed participants had a clear 
vision of what they expected to accomplish through each 
work-related writing task and gave detailed information about 
these different purposes. And it had not taken long for them 
to see that writing had now become a far more useful tool than 
it had ever been in college. At work, real rewards or 
consequences resulted, the most influential, of course, being 
money. An FBW who was a free-lance commercial photographer 
said he found it motivating that "big businesses who make a 
lot of money.. .don't mind spending a lot of money" on him when 
they hire him to do brochures and pamphlets for their 
advertising. He is also paid well to create pre-printed forms 
for companies. "I don't sit and do this on Sunday afternoon 
for fun," he added, "but on Monday when they want to pay, I'm
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working!" Ultimately, the reward of a paycheck added a highly 
motivating sense of purpose to work-related writing.
FBW's had also seen negative actions result from their 
writing. An eighth grade teacher recalled writing a long memo 
to the principal reporting the misbehavior of a student. Then 
the student's mother paid a visit to the school and accused 
the teacher of lying, which upset her very much. Another 
participant, a sales representative, said he was currently 
involved in a written dialogue with a dissatisfied customer 
with whom the company was probably going to have legal 
problems. He said, "I'm nervous because I could say something 
[in my correspondence] that might hurt us if we go to court 
about it if I didn't explain something clearly enough. Or, I 
didn't state something I should have, and they would be one 
step above us." At work, FBW's, perhaps for the first time, 
experience the power unleashed by the pens they themselves 
wielded.
As most composition teachers know, instilling a sense of 
purpose into a writing assignment often results in better, 
more focused writing from students. At work, that sense of 
purpose is already there, bound up with the total job 
experience. "The writing I do on my job feels like it has a 
lot of purpose," said a sales representative. "There are 
reasons behind everything I do at work."
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Of all the factors discussed above which contribute to 
FBW's adequate writing performance at work, the most 
influential ones by far are the last three mentioned: subject 
matter, audience and purpose. Why should these components 
create an advantage for the weak writer who is writing at 
work? In the next section, this crucial difference between job 
writing and academic writing is explored.
Academic Writing Versus Workplace Writing
First, academic writing will be considered. Kinneavey1s 
well-known diagram of the communication triangle (1971, p. 
19), considered to be the standard model for academic 
communication, is shown in Figure 1. It includes at the points 
of its triangle, "Encoder" (the writer's persona), "Decoder" 
(audience), and "Reality" (subject matter). The result of 
these three influences is the "Signal" or text. The additional 
component of purpose has been added to Kinneavey's model 
because Kinneavey stated, "Purpose in discourse is all 
important. The aim of a discourse determines everything else 
in the process of discourse" (p. 48).
With Kinneavey's model in mind, consider an academic 
writing assignment, such as the Georgia State Regents Exam, 
which is required of all students attending colleges and 
universities in the Georgia system, as a prerequisite for
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graduation. To pass, students must write a competent essay in 
one hour on one of two topics given to them at the test time.
One of the 450 topics used for the Georgia Regents is 
"What are the chief causes of academic failure?" This topic 
will be used to illustrate the point here. The first hurdle 
for the weaker writer who receives this topic will be the 
difficulty of looking past the reality of the situation, 
including the real audience, the real writer, the real purpose 
and, very likely, the lack of subject matter at hand, and 
creating a contrived subject matter,a contrived audience, a 
contrived persona and a contrived purpose for writing.
The writer knows that the real purpose of writing this 
assignment is to pass the state Regents. However, he must 
create a fictitious purpose of informing the audience about 
the chief causes of academic failure. The real audience is a 
large group of English teachers who grade Regents on weekends 
for extra money. Most students know this. However, the writer 
must conceive in his mind an audience who wants to know the 
reasons for academic failure. Realistically, the people who 
would most likely seek this type of information are educators, 
administrators or other adults associated with the educational 
system, who are already egually if not better informed about 
the causes of failure than the students themselves.
The real subj ect matter, during this one-hour writing 
session, will be limited to what the writer can remember
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having observed firsthand around campus or can remember 
reading or hearing. The contrived subject matter is the 
material which the writer may have to fabricate if she cannot 
recall enough information about that particular topic. Her 
fabricated illustrations and examples may or may not be 
typical enough or plausible enough from which to draw 
generalizations.
Finally, the real writer is a nervous student who truly 
wants to pass the Regents. The contrived persona, on the other 
hand, must reflect the confidence and poise of an informant 
who is knowledgeable about a subject. Therefore, the first 
problem for many weak student writers in this and other 
academic writing situations is reconciling the often vast gap 
between the real writing situation and the contrived one.
Even more important, while each component illustrated in 
Kinneavey's communication triangle influences the others 
during a writing situation, they are just independent enough 
of each other to create, possibly, too many choices and 
therefore too few rhetorical constraints for the weak writer 
who might be better off with fewer choices to make. For 
example, as a weak writer taking the Regents searches his 
memory for material on the topic of academic failure, he might 
first decide to include a long extended example about his 
former roommate, who partied, never did his homework and 
subsequently flunked out. This subject matter would work with
his vision of the audience, purpose and persona. Suddenly, 
though, he might change his mind and select a completely 
different illustration about his brother with dyslexia who 
failed most of his college tests until his problem was 
diagnosed and accomodated by his professors. This second 
subj ect matter would also work just as effectively with the 
same audience, purpose and persona. In this writing situation, 
the audience, purpose, and persona do not place as many limits 
upon the writer's range of choices about the subject matter, 
as they would during non-academic writing tasks.
Similarly, the writer might adopt a particular persona 
for the writing task and then change it to a different one 
without its affecting the other components of the triangle. 
The same is true for the concept of audience; the writer could 
be envisioning and writing for an audience ranging from the 
Dean of Arts and Sciences at a small college, to a group of 
counselors at a University Counseling Center, and it would not 
necessarily affect the writer's shaping of subject matter, 
persona or purpose. There is flexibility in the implied 
purpose too. For example, a writer might be informing her 
audience about academic failure to gain sympathy for students 
who are confronted with dozens of temptations other than 
studying, or to subtlety express contempt for wayward students 
who were not attending class when she was, or to express
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resentment at weak secondary school systems which do not 
prepare students well enough for college.
Therefore, in much academic writing, the most important 
influences of the writing process, the writer, audience,
subject matter and purpose, do not restrict each other to the
extent that they do in real-world, non-academic writing.
Table 3 displays a letter written by one of the FBW's 
interviewed for this study. In this letter, the FBW, a sales 
representative, acknowledges an error he made in a recent 
business transaction and offers to resolve the problem. 
Because confidentiality was promised to all participants, 
certain details of this letter have been altered to ensure 
anonymity, but the essence remains the same.
The most obvious advantage of workplace writing is the 
reality. Unlike the student writer taking the Regents, this 
employee, a sales representative, has real subject matter, a 
real purpose, and a real audience with real needs. His
persona, that of a salesman whose job it is to please the
customers, is very real too. He really wants to please his 
customers!
Furthermore, to this letter, the writer brings 
information which is part of a larger knowledge base 
accumulated from his experience on the job...the cost of 
billboards, the process for reserving them, the consequences 
of misundestandings with customers, and so forth. Even more
95
TABLE 3 
WORK WRITING, SAMPLE 1
, 1990
-------  Company
-----------Street
-----------, SC
Attn:--------
Dear — ------- ,
This letter is in reference to our conversations concerning 
the outdoor advertising for (product being advertised) in 
(name of town). As I explained to you, the circumstances of 
the last four months have been very unique for our company.
When I first met (your representative) in 1989, we discussed 
the various ways which (our companyh) could serve (his new 
product which needed advertising.) During our meeting in 
(name of town), we rode around the town and looked at all 
fourteen of our billboards in that area. A general proposal 
of rates and locations were submitted to (your company) for 
general information. During the past three to four years, 
there has been no time that all of the billboards in (name 
of town) have been sold and we could not meet the 
advertising needs of (name of town).
As you are well aware, on September 22nd, Hurricane Hugo 
devasted [sic] a majority of our markets such as (name of 
town). Of our original fourteen billboards, only six (6) are 
usable today. This has made it very hard for us to meet the 
demand for billboards in (name of town).
Recently, a political battle...was announced by two 
candidates who are relying on local billboards as their main 
advertising. The loss of several units and the increased 
demand has caused a real hardship in (name of town) for many 
of our clients.
In recent phone conversations with both (name of co-worker) 
and myself, errors were made by us unintentionally. When I 
was first proposing a poster showing in (name of town), I 
suggested four (4) boards and felt that we would have no 
problem in supplying this order. In our most recent 
conversations, I did indicate that we only had two (2) units 
available for (the product's) grand opening. It was later 
that you called and spoke with (name of co-worker) who also 
indicated that two (2) units were available. Shortly after
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WORK WRITING, SAMPLE 1
our conversation concluded, (name of co-worker) and I 
discussed availabilities and found that only one (1) unit 
was available for (date of grand opening). For whatever 
reason, I made a mistake in indicating that more than one
(1) board was available.
Since our conversation when I first indicated that only two
(2) units would be available, no additional units have been 
contracted. At the time of our converfsations, there was 
only one (1) unit available to be put under contract.
As I stated earlier, this is a very unique situation for 
(name of company) and we hope that it will never be 
repeated. We value very much the working relationship that 
we have with our [customers]. I will do all that is possible 
to insure that we have better communication on my part in 
the future to avoid these situations.
I apologize for any inconvience [sic] this may cause you or 
(name of representative). In an effort of good will, on the 
enclosed contract for one (1) unit in (name of month) and 
one (1) unit in (name of month) [sic]. During (name of 
month), we will at no charge allow one extra billboard to 
continue to advertise your message so that two (2) 
billboards will be posted as apposed [sic] to one (1).
I hope you can accept this and put this issue in the past. I 
would like to look forward to a bright future of working 
with you and (name of representative).
If you have any questions, please feel free to give me a 
call.
Sincerely,
PURPOSE
' SUBJECT MATTER
WRITER
AUDIENCE
MODEL OF WORKPLACE COMMUNICATION
FIGURE 2
98
important, the events described in the letter are part of the 
daily transactions of his job. It is his job, among other 
things, to placate customers, which is also the purpose of 
this letter. Therefore, it would be fair to say that both the 
purpose and the subject matter, extensions of the job itself, 
are inseparable from each other.
Audience is also closely linked to this writer's job 
goals. The customer wants billboard advertising, so by 
contacting this company, he automatically fits into an 
audience profile with which the writer is familiar: a customer 
who wants advertising. Furthermore, the audience, by seeking 
the company's service, becomes a participant in the events 
described in the subject matter of the letter. Thus, the 
audience, too, becomes inseparable from the job goals.
Finally, the writer's persona is also connected to the 
job goals. He must soothe an unhappy client, so as part of 
this job goal, he takes on the appropriately friendly and 
humble persona. As it can be seen in Figure 2, these 
components of the communication triangle become, in work 
writing, a continuum rather than a triangle. The final text 
is shaped by the well-restricted components of communication, 
which not only influence each other but overlap so strongly 
that they do not exist without each other. Unlike academic 
communication, where the aspects of the communication triangle
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are separable, in workplace communication, the subject 
matter, audience, persona and purpose are inseparable.
Table 4 shows another example of workplace communication 
written by an asbestos inspector. The purpose of his job is 
to inspect buildings for asbestos; therefore, by doing his 
job, he automatically has subject matter, a purpose for 
writing, an interested audience (they hired him to do the 
job) and a clearly defined persona.
Table 5 displays a report on radiation contamination. 
The purpose of the writer's job is to know the nature of 
radiation and to disseminate that information to other 
workers. Therefore, the subject matter and purpose are 
already in place and do not have to be sought by the writer. 
The audience consists of co-workers who have some shared 
knowledge of radiation and a definite interest in and 
involvement with the information in the report. The writer's 
persona is an outgrowth of his position within the job's 
social and discourse community. He is an expert on radiation 
who shares his information with others who have the same 
knowledge and goals.
The crucial difference between academic writing and job 
writing is the fact that the necessary components for 
workplace communication are merely offshoots of the job 
itself. By virtue of having a job and performing the goals of 
that job, the workplace writer is automatically provided with
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TABLE 4
WORK WRITING/ SAMPLE 2
Background air samples were run on (date) on the second 
floor of (name and location of business). Sampling was done 
to determine concentration of friable asbestos being 
released. Sprayed on pre-existing asbestos containing 
materials (ACM) could be found on structural beams located 
above the suspended celing tiles. The sprayed ACM is used 
for fire-proofing.
The building was occupied during working hours with moderate 
to heavy traffic of people moving in the sampling area. Also 
noted is the fact that the entire second floor was carpeted 
with a low wall to wall shag carpet. These two factors can 
cause fiber concentrations to rise proportionately. All 
samples were collected and analyzed using (type of 
methodology). These samples were all found to be below the 
SCDHEC levels for airborne asbestos fibers, 0.01 fiber/cubic 
centimeters.
The first two sets of air samples were taken in the work 
aresa. Samples could be found located below the suspended 
ceiling which acts as barrier from the sprayed ACM. This 
area houses such items as HVAC duct work, telephone/computer 
wiring and other various sets of wiring. The aforementioned 
area was sampled in the third set of air samples. Sample 
areas include the following: (office/storage area facing 
(name and direction of road) approximately 1750 square feet 
of the second floor, hallway in the middle of the second 
floor just to the left of the elevators, large open office 
area facing the rear building parking lot and (name and 
direction of street).
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TABLE 5 
WORK WRITING, SAMPLE 3
(Excerpt from a nine-page report)
One of the major goals of (name of program) is to prevent 
the spread of [radiation] contamination to clean areas. 
Contamination can spread in several ways. Examples are 
transfer of contamination during radioactive materials 
movement, fluid leakage from systems by air or gas movement, 
or by an individual with contamination on shoes or clothing. 
Routine surveys of areas and locations within the protected 
area shall be made to ensure that contamination do [sic] not 
exist in normally uncontrolled locations. Surveys shall be 
made within the radiation controlled area so that the status 
of each location is known with reasonable accuracy. Surface 
contamination is classified as being either fixed or 
removeable radioactive material. Fixed contamination is 
contamination which cannot be easily removed except by 
filing, grinding, machining, or caustic chemicals. Normally, 
removeable contamination can be removed by the use of soap 
and water. Contamination by radioactive material, [sic] is a 
potential source of internal deposition and may cause a 
radiation exposure problem.
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the most difficult aspects of communication: knowledge of the 
subject matter, keen audience awarenesss, a strong sense of 
purpose and a job-related identity, which manifests itself as 
a persona in written texts.
Of course, there is more to written communication than 
just the content. What about grammar, mechanics, usage, for 
example? In the letter in Table 3, paragraph eight contains 
several sentence-level errors. However, because of a few 
misspellings and a fragment, will the client decide not to do 
business with this company again or refuse to accept the 
generous offer of free advertising? Probably not. If he 
decides to switch companies, it will be because of the 
writer's mistake in job performance, not in English usage.
Anxiety
As discussed above, the feelings participants had towards 
certain writing tasks were inevitably connected to the 
feelings they had towards their audiences and towards the 
purpose of writing. Most of them experienced anxiety when 
writing important texts for important readers, but not at a 
crippling level. One FBW said,
My palms don't sweat and my forehead doesn't bead 
up. But [my writing] is something that [I] really 
have to put a lot of thought into and make sure [I]
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get it right because there are legal ramifications 
involved in writing proposals for future work. I'm 
not sure if it's really something that makes me 
nervous; I just would rather not do it.
Another FBW agreed. "Nervous wouldn't really be a good 
word. There are some [writing tasks] that concern me more than 
others. They make me very aware of what I'm writing."
Some of the participants, although not paralyzed with 
anxiety, experienced more than others. "I feel good [about my 
writing ability], but insecure," said a teacher. "I'm always 
double checking. Maybe six out of seven times, I really don't 
need to but I look it up anyway because I'm real insecure..." 
Only one participant who was interviewed was nervous enough 
about writing to indefinitely postpone a self-initiated 
writing task that might lead to professional growth although 
he was able to do his routine, day-to-day writing without a 
problem. The rest of the interviewed participants occasionally 
felt nervous about important assignments, but never nervous 
enough to avoid doing them. In fact, their anxiety usually 
fueled their motivation to do a good job. The more important 
a writing task was, the more likely they were to assuage their 
anxiety by seeking help from others.
During interviews, FBW's gave the impression that they 
were not overly anxious about writing at work, and the data 
from the survey bears this out. On the questionnaire,
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respondents were asked to agree or disagree, on a 1 to 5 
scale, with 26 statements about work-related writing 
apprehension, in a modified version of Daly's Writing 
Apprehension Scale. For most of the statements, the responses 
of the FBW's were virtually the same as the responses of the 
FSW's. However, several of the statements reflected higher 
anxiety among FBW's than among FSW's. These are listed below:
1)"I'm Not Good At Writing." Twenty-eight percent of FBW's 
"Strongly Agreed" or "Somewhat Agreed" with this statement, 
as compared to only 5% of FSW's. Also, nearly 14% of FBW's 
felt neutral, compared to only 7% of FSW's.
2 ) "I Don't Think I Write as Well as Mv Co-workers." More of 
the FBW's (20%, as compared to 7% of FSW's) "Strongly Agreed" 
or "Somewhat Agreed" with this statement.
3)"I Would Eniov Submitting Mv Writing to Magazines." A solid 
majority of FBW's (57%) "Somewhat Disagreed" or "Strongly 
Disagreed" that they would like to submit their work to 
magazines. On the other hand, almost as many FSW's (47%) 
"Strongly Agreed" or "Somewhat Agreed" that they would enjoy 
this.
4) "I Eniov Writing at Work." Even though FBW's indicated 
slightly less confidence in their writing ability compared to 
FSW's, they enjoyed writing at work in almost equal numbers 
to FSW's. Thirty-three percent of FBW's "Strongly Agreed" or 
"Somewhat Agreed" that they enjoyed writing at work, as did
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47% of FSW's. Fifty-one percent of FBW's felt "Neutral" about 
writing at work, compared to 35% of FSW's. Finally, 15% of 
FBW's and 19% of FSW's "Somewhat Disagreed" or "Strongly 
Disagreed" that they enjoyed writing at work.
Community of Writers
One of the important keys to understanding why FBW's are 
able to write adequately at work is through envisioning the 
social and psychological environment of any place of 
employment, large or small. Each workplace is like a small 
community. The members see each other every day, usually for 
more waking hours than they see their own families. They share 
the same long-range goals, even when daily work tasks are 
slightly different. They possess the same general spheres of 
knowledge (health care, computers, a certain product) and 
speak the same jargon.
Not only did FBW's gain the psychological advantage of 
being valued members of a discourse community, rather than 
outsiders, as in college English class, they could also rely 
on co-workers for help. Thirty-five percent of FBW's reported 
on the survey that they enjoyed discussing their writing with 
others (compared to 52% of FSW's) and 42% of FBW's said they 
liked having their boss or co-workers read their writing 
(compared to 53% of FSW's). Thirty-eight percent of FBW's and
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45% of FSW's said their bosses or co-workers seemed to enjoy 
what they wrote.
The most frequently mentioned method used by FBW's to 
ensure adequate-or-better written products was asking 
co-workers, secretaries or even relatives outside of work to 
proofread and edit the more important written texts for them. 
This was a finishing touch to the writing process which they 
employed after they themselves had produced the ideas, shaped 
the organization and then proofread to the best of their 
ability. Rather than being competitive, the spirit of the 
workplace seemed cooperative. Members wanted to help each 
other. A teacher said, "If we notice something [in a 
co-worker's writing] we'll point it out. Once, our guidance 
counselor put out a letter on testing that had something 
grammatica1ly wrong with it and everybody was dying because 
they knew if it went out to the parents, the principal would 
be really upset." Another teacher said, "I'11 ask everybody 
that I feel is good in English to proofread [my work and] 
correct it." Virtually everybody interviewed relied on 
co-worker collaboration to turn out adequately written 
products. Most places of work seemed to have at least one 
person who was the unofficial English expert. Secretaries, 
too, were also mentioned as important screeners of errors.
Far from being a lazy way out, consulting with co-workers 
required more effort on the part of the FBW, who could have
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more easily sent out a written product without having it 
checked. But because the FBW's felt that it was important for 
their written products to be good, and because they knew and 
had accepted the fact that they were not natural experts in 
writing, they did the smart thing. They consulted. This type 
of consultation, well-accepted in the work place, has been 
introduced but has not yet been entirely accepted in academia. 
Because the goal of composition class is to teach students to 
recognize problems and errors on their own, teachers often 
consider an editing job by a writer1s friend unacceptable. 
However, as much as employed FBW's wish they had top-notch 
writing skills, most are smart enough to realize that they do 
not. They accept it and do the next best thing.
Feelings About Writing Ability
Probably the most surprising survey finding was the shift 
in feeling towards writing which FBW's underwent between 
college and the workplace. Question 4 on the survey asked, 
"How would you best describe your feelings toward writing in 
college?" About two-thirds of the FBW's (65%) felt "Neutral" 
or "Somewhat negative", compared to 13% of FSW's. While 30% 
of FBW's reported feeling "Very positive" or "Somewhat 
positive" about college writing, this was small compared to 
the 87% of FSW's who remembered feeling "Very positive or
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"Somewhat positive" about writing in college.
Question 5 asked, "How would you best describe your 
feelings toward the writing you do at work? Sixty-two percent 
of FBW's reported feeling "Very positive" or "Somewhat 
positive", which was only slightly less than the 73% of FSW's 
who felt "Very positive" or "Somewhat positive" about their 
job writing. Only 8% of FBW's felt "Somewhat negative or "Very 
negative" about their work-related writing. Interestingly, the 
FSW's reported fewer positive feelings about writing at work 
than writing in college.
According to the Spearman and Kendall analyses of answers 
given by FBW's, there was not a statistically significant 
correlation between the level of the numerical ranking which 
had been used earlier to target subjects for this study and 
the FBW's feelings about writing in college or at work. In 
other words, feelings of negativism did not increase as 
numerical rank increased; the weakest writers did not 
necessarily feel more negative about their writing.
There was a statistically significant correlation between 
FBW's feelings toward writing at work and the frequency of 
writing at work, such that greater frequency of writing was 
linked to more positive feelings about writing. Either the 
FBW's who liked writing the most voluntarily did more writing 
at work, or they learned to like writing because they were 
doing a lot of it.
Also noteworthy is the fact that the majority of FBW's 
(68%) reported feeling either "Very satisfied" or "Somewhat 
satisfied" with their writing ability at work. It is also true 
that 18% of FBW's felt "Neutral", as compared to only 5% of 
FSW's, and 13% of FBW's felt "Somewhat dissatisfied" or "Very 
dissatisfied" (compared to only 5% of FSW's who reported 
feeling "Somewhat dissatisfied"; none felt "Very 
dissatisfied.") However, the rate of satisfaction is 
surprisingly high. One might wonder if FBW's measured 
satisfaction by how little writing they did. However, the 
Spearman statistical analysis showed no statistically 
significant correlation which would indicate that satisfaction 
rose as frequency of writing decreased.
The maj ority of FBW's who were interviewed confirmed that 
they were satisfied with their writing ability at work. This 
is not meant to imply that they claimed to be good writers. 
Most of them considered themselves average or weak writers who 
were willing to work at making their written products 
satisfactory. As one sales representative described it, "I 
feel like I'm pretty good at it, but it's agonizing. I'm not 
a good writer. I think what I come up with is good at the end, 
but I'm not good at doing it." For some of them, less pain was 
involved, but the satisfaction with writing ability seemed to 
stem much more from pride in final written products and their 
impact than from any inherent "skill" the writer possessed.
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Summary
Through this research, it was learned that FBW's were 
employed in a variety of occupations that require writing, and 
that they did the same kinds of writing, as much and as often, 
as FSW's. In addition, they reported feeling almost as 
satisfied with their writing at work as FSW's and definitely 
more positive about work-writing than college writing. Along 
with the demographic data, their beliefs and attitudes about 
writing and about themselves as writers paralleled those of 
FSW's enough to lead to the conclusion that the worklives of 
FBW's were not being seriously handicapped by their writing 
ability. The reason for this appears to be because the 
rhetorical, psychological and social environments at work are 
more favorable for weak writers than an academic environment. 
Furthermore, in the workplace, the final written product is 
usually more important to the job goal than the writing 
process, thus reducing the importance of intrinsic skills. In 
addition, studies suggest that non-academic audiences are less 
critical of written texts than academic ones ( A. Sharplin et 
al. 1986; Vierra, 1985; Williams, 1981) possibly giving FBW's 
an additional advantage. Finally, the extra years that have 
passed since freshman composition have given FBW's more 
writing practice, as well as a new attitude, including
increased maturity, confidence and the ability to recognize 
that seeking help is the smart, not the weak, move to make. 
The dynamics of the workplace, as described above, while not 
necessarily transforming FBW's into naturally excellent 
writers, at least allowed them an opportunity to break earlier 
cycles of failure and produce adequately written texts which 
are not hindrances to early career success.
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NOTES
1 In addition, respondents were also asked to report any 
other types of writing they did which were not listed on the 
questionnaire. The FSW's listed the following: 1)Research
papers, essays and formal projects in graduate class 2)other 
evaluative reports of teaching/syllabi, paper assignments once 
every six months or so 3)[documentation of] events, patients' 
conditions, etc. with each [nursing] case we complete
4)[teacher's] notes for class discussion 5)notes for classes 
to copy and 5)pleasure writing and journals.
FBW's listed the following: l)Lab reports, 2) instructions 
to other workers, 3) technical speicifications 4) test questions 
for the teaching of mechanics,grammar, spelling and vocabulary 
at first and second grade level 5)informal contracts 
6)footnotes 7)standard operating procedures 8)documentation 
for programs 9)price quotes 10)cover letters 11)SOAP notes on 
the session between myself and the patient 12)daily reports 
13)daily lesson plans and 14)call reports.
CHAPTER FOUR 
IMPLICATIONS
In Chapter Three, it was concluded that the former basic 
writers in this study were not being seriously handicapped in 
their jobs by their writing skills, partly because they were 
older and more motivated, partly because their writing tasks 
were short (the most frequently written forms were no more 
than one page long) and partly because certain conditions at 
the workplace, usually not present in the typical composition 
classroom, were more favorable for adequate writing. This 
conclusion further supports the theory, first introduced by 
Britton (1975) and built upon by numerous others, that a 
writer's skill is not necessarily a permanent condition but 
a response to shifting internal and external contextual 
variables. When the writing context shifts, so too may the 
writer's ability (Bartholomae, 1986; Bizzell, 1982; Collins 
& Williamson, 1981; Epling, 1983; Faigley, 1985; Herrington, 
1985; Kamler, 1980; Kantor, 1984; Rose, 1980). The former 
basic writers in this study appeared to be writing adequately 
for their jobs because the rhetorical, psychological and 
social contexts of their current writing situations allowed 
it.
Therefore, the most obvious implication of this study is 
that educators should recognize those conditions of the
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workplace which seem to foster better writing and try to 
duplicate them in the writing classroom. But this does not 
imply that every component of the workplace should be 
introduced into writing courses. Some aspects of the job 
setting are undesirable for academia.
For example, even though the standards of good writing 
are probably less stringent in the workplace, English teachers 
should not compromise their grading standards. Some studies 
conclude that English teachers are more critical of student 
writing than any other reader a student will ever encounter, 
both in and out of college (A. Sharplin et al. 1986; W. 
Sharplin et al. 1986; Vierra, 1985). Also, students often 
question, "Why do I have to learn this? My secretary will do 
it for me." And it is true; in the workplace, FBW's do rely 
on others to edit their writing. It is tempting, therefore, 
to propose that teachers should evaluate the writing of 
students, especially basic writers, in a more relaxed manner, 
concentrating only on the glaring, stigmatizing problems. As 
Joseph Williams (1981) so clearly demonstrated in his article,
a reader who reads for content as most readers in the
workforce do, not consciously searching for errors— — will not 
be offended, will probably not notice, the errors that an 
English teacher would find when grading classroom papers.
However, standards should remain high. A college degree 
should be a mark of education as much as marketability, and
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as the FBW's in this study realized, weak writing skills are 
still a potential source of embarrassment to employees, 
regardless of the degrees they have earned. One FBW who was 
interviewed for this study, a high school teacher, confessed 
that her students had occasionally corrected her spelling. 
"You don't slip anything by them," she said. Furthermore, 
although sufficient help was available from secretaries or 
co-workers, the FBW's in this study gave the impression that 
they would have preferred better writing skills to relying on 
the help of others. Thus, English teachers should hold their 
students to the highest standards of the language. Students 
will, of course, fall short in varying degrees, but we should 
push them to get as close as possible to standard English 
usage.
Also, the FBW's in this study may have been writing 
adequately at work because of the earlier writing training 
they had had in college. They had had difficulty with English 
classes, sometimes had to repeat them, and oftentimes disliked 
them, but many said during interviews that they felt, in 
retrospect, that they had learned some important principles 
from composition class that had stuck with them. An FBW who 
was a paralegal recalled,
When I was in the English course [in college], I 
thought being a good writer would just get me a good 
grade, and I could get out of the class. I thought 
that was the reward. Now I think that the foundation
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I received writing paragraphs over and over
[in college English] was a good foundation for what
I'm trying to do now.
A social worker stated,
I think college [writing] taught me how to put my 
thoughts down in a little better order instead of 
talking about something last that could have 
been talked about first. [This helps me now] because 
I'm a case writer and we are expected to write case 
summaries.
Now, at work, in an environment whose context was more 
favorable for adequate writing, FBW's could apply those 
principles they had learned earlier. Composition classes with 
strong standards had also taught them their weaknesses in 
writing, and this knowledge was now an asset to them in the 
long run. The FBW's may not have measured up to the English 
Department's standards at the time, but being pushed to strive 
for those standards may have helped these FBW's reach a higher 
level of achievement in writing than they would have 
otherwise. The paralegal added, "All those red notes [on my 
English papers] helped me a lot. Even if [a student] is the 
worst writer, [a teacher should] be honest with that person 
and let him know what his faults or problems are and work with 
him to overcome them."
Another aspect of the work-writing context that the FBW's 
in this study considered positive was the absence of grades.
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As one FBW said, "[My papers in college] always looked like 
they had been bled all over." But while many FBW's in this 
study were relieved to write without the pressure of an 
impending grade, abandoning the traditional grading system 
will probably not help student write better. Being products 
of a competitive society, most students need the security of 
knowing their exact standing in comparison to everyone 
else— -even if it is at the bottom. A better alternative might 
be for teachers to give only final grades to a select number 
of student papers, writing thorough comments on the others, 
or to give more opportunities to improve grades through 
revisions.
On the other hand, certain conditions of the workplace 
would be desirable and appropriate for use in an academic 
setting.
Writing Across the Curriculum
The FBW's in this study said they were writing better 
because they now had knowledge of the subject and did not have 
to invent material to support unfamiliar topics. MacDonald 
(1986) recognized that lack of a specific content in freshman 
writing courses contributed to the problems of remedial 
writers. She wrote,
As writing teachers, we are handicapped by not 
teaching a body of information in context in the
way a sociologist, historian, psychologist 
or biologist might. Thus in the course which should 
provide the most support for the inexperienced 
writer, we deprive students of the contextual cues 
more experienced writers use for deciding upon 
communicative strategies. In this contextual vacuum 
we force teachers to give overly abstract advice 
while encouraging students to misinterpret 
that advice (p. 200).
In addition, Russell (1990) argued that the freshman 
writing course, typically taught to prepare students for 
writing in other college courses, is less effective when 
isolated from the very content courses for which it trains 
students. He regretted that basic writers typically "have been 
subjected to a probationary or purgatorial term" of remedial 
writing courses because it is assumed that
students must learn the linguistic forms of a 
community before becoming part of it. But without 
being immersed in the discourse community they 
wish to be a part of, without listening, speaking, 
reading and writing with others in it, students have 
great difficulty learning the conventions of the 
community...(p. 63).
Knowing the boundaries of the subject matter in advance 
may give a rhetorical advantage to many weak writers. Freed 
from having to expend time and energy conjuring up material
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for papers, students could concentrate more on organization, 
style and editing, and teachers could place more emphasis on 
critical thinking skills. In remedial writing classes, 
teachers often feel grateful for papers which offer no more 
than listed illustrative support for a topic. In addition, 
since the course content would be common background knowledge 
shared among all members of the class, a stronger social and 
discourse community would be formed, which may be advantageous 
for basic writers (Epling, 1983; Faigley, 1985; Kantor, 1984). 
Certainly, the extra practice in writing could not hurt basic 
writers (although they may not love doing it). Furthermore, 
it has been suggested that the act of writing enhances the 
learning process (Bean, 1982; Elbow, 1973; Emig, 1971, 1977; 
Flower, 1981; Fulwiler, 1982).
In 1989, McLeod surveyed 2735 post-secondary institutions 
in the U.S. and Canada to find out how many had introduced WAC 
programs. Of the 40% (1113 schools) which responded to the 
survey, 38% of those (418 schools) did have WAC programs. 
This, however, only totals 15% of the original number of the 
2735 schools surveyed that have confirmed programs (p. 338). 
As promising as WAC sounds on paper, it has not yet caught on 
in the majority of post- secondary schools. This may be 
because WAC programs have built-in problems as well as 
benefits, as Fulwiler (1984) reported. For example, certain 
disciplines, such as math, are simply not conducive for 
writing assignments. According to Fulwiler, "One mathematics
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teacher...stated later that the only thing he could think to 
do, practically, was send all his 150 calculus students to 
tour the writing lab” (p. 117). In addition, professors from 
other disciplines often have two or three times as many 
students in large lecture classes than English teachers have 
and therefore cannot read that many writing assignments. 
Furthermore, there is resistance from "unmotivated, inflexible 
or highly suspicious faculty members" (p.115).
Nevertheless, WAC programs would elevate the status of 
writing. Unfortunately, many college students take English 
class less seriously than other courses. It is, in their eyes, 
a service course which lacks subj ect matter and 
therefore purpose and substance. It is an assignment that must 
be completed in order to get a grade.
Many of the FBW's interviewed for this study said they 
wished they had believed earlier that writing would be 
important to their careers. If writing were reunited with 
non-humanities courses through WAC programs, it would regain 
by association the respectability it deserves from all 
students, including basic writers.
Real Life Assignments in English Class
Because the stronger sense of purpose at work helped the 
FBW's in this study write better, English teachers should try 
to bring a stronger sense of purpose into class writing
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assignments. One way would be to set up assignments for real 
audiences outside the classroom. For example, as an 
assignment, one teacher requires her students to choose 
personal problems, anything from complaints about a product 
or requests for apartment repairs, to concern about current 
euthanasia laws. The students must research the name and 
address of the person who would be able to correct the matter. 
After independently writing several revisions of a letter to 
the proper person without any teacher intervention or help 
with editing, students bring to class a pre-addressed, stamped 
envelope. When they hand in the final draft of the letter, the 
teacher seals it immediately and drops it in the mailbox. This 
teacher says this has been one of her most successful 
assignments. Never has she seen students work so hard to make 
sure their final copies area clear and error-free. The 
anticipation of having a Real Person, not the teacher, read 
the letter and even react to it by correcting the situation 
described, inspired these students more than fear of a poor 
grade.
Real Life Assignments in English Class
Because the stronger sense of purpose at work helped the 
FBW's in this study write better, English teachers should try 
to bring a stronger sense of purpose into class writing 
assignments. One way would be to set up assignments for real
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audiences outside the classroom. For example, as an 
assignment, one teacher requires her students to choose a 
personal problem, anything from complaints about a product or 
requests for apartment repairs, to concern about current 
euthanasia laws. The students must research the name and 
address of the person who would be able to correct the matter. 
After independently writing several revisions of a letter to 
the proper person without any teacher intervention or help 
with editing, students bring to class a stamped envelope 
addressed to the proper person. When they hand in the final 
draft of the letter, the teacher seals it immediately and 
drops it in the mailbox. (A photocopy is given to her to 
grade.) This teacher says this has been one of her most 
successful assignments. Never has she seen students work so 
hard to make sure their final copies were clear and 
error-free. The anticipation of having a Real Person, not the 
teacher, read the letter and even react to it by correcting 
the situation described, inspired the students more than fear 
of a poor grade. The students' images were on the line, and 
they knew it, very much like employees at work who want to 
look professional to others through their writing. And like 
the FBW's in this study, many of these students were impressed 
to see the results that their letters brought about. Many 
received responses and resolutions of the problems.
123
Fluitt-Dupuy (1989) described a semester long project of 
publishing a class newsletter. Students were required to apply 
in writing for positions on the newsletter staff. During the 
course, they wrote on open or assigned topics (including 
special reports on school events) and at the end of the 
semester, they submitted their two best pieces for 
consideration in the newsletter. The "staff" chose the final 
manuscripts, which were proofread and edited, and the 
newsletter was laid out, printed and distributed. Fluitt-Dupuy 
wrote,
On the day of distribution, the students 
were absolutely gleeful, and in the days that 
followed, our class enjoyed much local success...my 
students not only discovered the writing process, 
but also...experienced writing for a "real" 
audience. And I will never forget the spirit of 
comraderie that filled the classroom (pp. 222-223).
There are many potential real audiences for students 
other than the English teacher, and assigning students to 
write for them and to actually send the writing to them would 
greatly enhance the sense of purpose in that writing task. 
Many teachers, of course, use other students in the class as 
additional primary audiences, which provides student writers 
with the incentive of saving face among peers, yet student 
audiences do not have the same clout as outsiders who do not
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have to read the material, as students do, and whose reactions 
to the writing may translate into tangible results.
Another way to bring a stronger sense of purpose to 
writing assignments would be to send students out of the 
classroom in search of their own content. While the invention 
techniques often used to generate content for in-class papers 
are worthwhile mental exercises that stimulate the memory and 
imagination, collecting a body of knowledge from outside of
the classroom-- by the very fact that it was from outside of
the classroom---reinforces to the students the fact that the
writing task was indeed connected to the real world. In 
addition to assigning research papers, teachers could require 
students to interview an adult from the community or a 
professor from outside the English Department and write a 
profile of the subject, or to view an event and write a news 
report, or to collect data and facts on a campus problem and 
suggest a solution.Possibly, some of these completed writing 
tasks could be sent to outside audiences as well.
Sequencing
An additional way to bring more content into the English 
classroom is through sequenced assignments. Instead of giving 
fresh topics for every assignment, the teacher gives a series 
of assignments which are all related to the same general topic
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but which require the writer to switch genres, audiences, 
personas, organizational strategies or opinions. Sequencing
has more than one version in use -a teacher, in fact, can be
fairly creative in designing a course of sequenced writing
assignments but one aspectcommon to sequenced assignments
is the cumulative content, which may on the one hand deprive 
weaker writers of the opportunity for exploration and 
invention, but on the other hand may enhance their conceptual 
growth as writers, as they approach the same subject matter 
from various and contrasting angles, over many weeks. For 
example, the general topic for a semester might be 11 the 
educational system", and students might first be assigned to 
write an expressive letter to a former teacher he admired, 
praising her strong teaching techniques, then write a similar 
letter to a former teacher they detested, explaining why her 
techniques were ineffective, and next write an appeal to the 
School Board explaining from the student's point of view the 
qualities of both effective teachers and ineffective teachers. 
Teachers may devote a whole semester to one topic which will 
be written about in sequence, or they may sequence in groups 
of three or four papers only. Either way, writers not only 
have much more time to think about a topic, but also build up 
their own content as the assignments progress.
Cole (1978) described his sequenced course in The Plural 
I. He believed that choosing one subject for all the writing
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"could serve as a kind of theme for the course, thereby giving 
our course a shape and direction, somewhere for us to begin 
and somewhere to come out" (p. 6) . This, he felt, promoted 
growth in writing.
Jenseth (1989) used a sequence based on the book 
Hiroshima. He said that each assignment about the same book 
encouraged students "to try things with language, to reflect, 
then to use what is learned to learn more" (p. 215).
Writing about the same subj ect matter but from varied 
angles for different purposes or to different audiences is, 
of course, very much like writing in the workplace.
Composition in the Senior Year
Balancing the emphasis on writing in the early years of 
college with equal emphasis on writing in the later years is 
another recommendation. The content of junior-senior year 
writing courses will not be defined here because they will 
vary according to each institution's needs, but they would not 
necessarily be purely business or technical writing courses. 
As Hammond (1984) said when he described the new requirement 
of a writing course for juniors at the University of Maryland, 
"While the purpose of the freshman course is to make students 
good college writers, the purpose of a junior course is to 
make students good professional writers" (p. 221).
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Many of the FBW's in this study wished they had taken 
freshman composition more seriously, but hadn't, because they 
were green, inexperienced freshmen who felt eons away from 
graduation, had not yet declared majors, and could not connect 
the material learned in the comp classroom with any 
conceivable future use. An FBW who was a social worker said, 
"I was an athlete and kind of coasted through the first two 
years..." He added, "[Graduation] just didn't seem close
enough. It didn't ring a bell." Another FBW, an insurance 
agent, stated,
I guess you look back at everything after you
graduate and you can see that a lot of things you
did [in college writing class] were important and
it [wasn't] just something you were trying to figure 
time with. If I could do it over again, I would have 
taken English a little more seriously.
If the most important, credit-heavy writing courses were 
required in the junior and/or senior years of four-year
college in addition to some less-intensive but on-going
writing instruction required during the early years of 
college, students who still remained in college by then would 
be much closer to graduation and would probably be seriously 
contemplating the reality of life outside of the classroom. 
They would by now have declared a major and would know the 
field they were planning to enter after graduation. These are
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just several reasons for suspecting that they might take their 
writing courses more seriously than during the freshman year 
and would make a more earnest attempt to learn more. In 
addition, being closer to graduation, they may have heard 
confirmation (from other graduates) that writing is required 
in many jobs, in many fields...even theirs.
Upperclassmen who had just finished an intensive writing 
sequence will have had recent practice with writing unlike the 
seniors whose last required writing course was three years 
before. The principles of good writing would be fresh in the 
minds of seniors who took writing, making them better prepared 
for writing after college. As Hammond stated, "Once students 
leave their freshman writing course, their skills gradually 
fade because they are too infrequently asked to practice them"
(p. 218).
Seniors will also have gained three more years of 
experience away from home, and will probably have outgrown the 
freshman homesickness, insecurity and other emotional maladies 
which can distract freshmen from doing well in any class. 
Certainly, this added maturity will make them more receptive 
to learning good writing skills.
Furthermore, from having been in college for several 
years, juniors and seniors will have learned some bodies of 
knowledge from their various courses. This knowledge could 
provide much of the content for English papers. At the
129
University of Maryland, Hammond wrote, the upperclassmen 
"write papers using subject matter from their intended 
professions and they are graded in their ability to make that 
subject matter clear to students (semi-professionals) in other 
disciplines" (p. 217).
Although there would be many advantages to a 
junior/senior year required writing curriculum, emphasizing 
junior or senior writing courses more than freshman writing 
courses has not been a widespread trend among colleges and 
universities. Opponents argue that composition is taught in 
the freshman year in order to prepare students for writing 
other courses; therefore, it must be taught immediately. 
However, it is questionable just how much writing actually is 
done in most other college courses on a regular basis. While 
writing across the curriculum has been growing in popularity, 
the majority of non-English courses in most colleges will not 
require a 500-word writing task each week. Humanities courses 
(of which freshman usually take no more than two per semester) 
may require a written essay during a midterm or final exam and 
possibly a research paper. Other professors should also devote 
a class period or two to reviewing the essay format for 
freshmen before exams (and they could teach to their personal 
preferences as well as to their disciplines) . In addition, the 
College Writing Center could be an important resource for 
students writing papers for non-English classes.
130
Opponents would also argue that colleges and universities 
might discover too late that their prospective graduates could 
not write. What if a student who was discovered to be a poor 
writer could not be remediated in time for graduation? 
Shouldn't this deficiency, if it exists, be discovered in the 
freshman year or pre-freshman year? This is a possible risk, 
especially for colleges that use freshman composition or 
remedial courses screening device. In some institutions, 
students must prove their writing proficiency, either through 
pre-college testing or remedial courses, before they are 
officially accepted into the regular college, and they must 
do this within a certain time limit or face dismissal. But the 
use of freshman composition as a screening device is no longer 
feasible, Russell wrote:
.. .by weeding out students who were not 'college 
material', exclusionary policies in language 
instruction allowed universities and departments 
to achieve selective admission de facto though they 
may have been forbidden it de jure. But with the 
massive growth of higher education in the last two 
decades, competition for resources (often allocated 
on the basis of enrollments) and concern for those 
trad it iona1ly excluded from higher education have 
made many institutions conscious of the need to 
initiate and retain students (pp. 63-64).
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In addition, professors from other disciplines should 
share the responsibility for recognizing the poorest freshmen 
and sophomore writers and sending them to the College Writing 
Center. In the unlikely case of extremely weak writers 
advancing to junior year without any professor noticing and 
recommending outside help, these students, it is hoped, would 
now have an immense incentive to work earnestly on improving 
their skills so that they could graduate on time.
Thus, if the major writing courses were shifted to the 
later years of college, the juniors and seniors, not the 
young, possibly underprepared freshmen, would have to prove 
themselves as writers. It is likely that upperclassmen would 
be better able than freshman to perform adequately in writing 
classes, for the very reasons discussed above.
Reconsider Timed Exit Exams
This study provides further support for the theory that 
a person's writing ability is not a permanent condition but 
a reaction to shifting contexts. One of the reasons the FBW's 
in this study were able to manage their writing tasks is that 
they had ample time. Deadlines, if they existed, were usually 
hours, days or weeks away. If even student writers who are 
highly proficient do not produce their best 500-word works in 
one-or-two hour timed writing exams, it may be fair to say
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that we are not getting the best from our basic writers 
either.
In many colleges and universities, composition students 
must pass a written exit exam in order to exit out of English. 
Typically, such an exam requires the student to write an 
on-the-spot 500 word essay about a previously unknown topic. 
Often a department-wide exam, graded holistically in faculty 
wide grading sessions, its purpose is to screen out 
non-proficient writers. There are certainly arguments in favor 
of timed exit exams. First, they provide a quick, uniform way 
to measure all students under equal conditions. They ensure 
students of second and third opinions. Furthermore, the 
likelihood of student cheating is reduced. Also, some 
proponents argue, one of the purposes for freshmen English is 
to prepare students for other college writing, particularly 
timed essay responses to exams in other courses. Most 
important, many feel that proficiency in writing includes the 
ability to perform rapidly, under pressure. Yet during such 
timed writings, all the very worst conditions for writing 
converge, unfortunately for many basic writers.
Ironically, the use of timed, one-shot essays for any 
other occasion besides final exams fell into disfavor among 
composition theorists and teachers years ago. After Rohman 
(1965) identified three stages of the writing process, the 
composing process became an important area of interest to
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composition researchers (Emig, 1971; Faigley & Witte, 1981; 
Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981, 1984; Matsuhashi, 1981; Perl,
1979; Pianko, 1979; Sommers, 1980). Hairston (1982) concluded 
that through the above studies, the profession discovered that 
writing "is messy, recursive, convoluted, and uneven" (p. 82) 
and that "the traditional prescriptive and product-centered 
paradigm that underlies writing instruction is beginning to 
crumble" (p. 80). One important feature of the new process 
approach was its recognition that writing was a struggle and 
that it took time; therefore, the old-fashioned 50-minute 
essay was no longer appropriate in the writing classroom. A 
process approach to writing, educators agreed, allowed writers 
time to think about a topic, to analyze it from every angle, 
to pre-write, free-write, list, map, outline. It allowed 
students enough time to write several drafts, whose substance 
grew deeper with each cycle. Editing was to be a separate and 
final act; basic writers in particular were encouraged to 
postpone preoccupat ion with sentence-level errors and to 
instead concentrate on cultivating their thoughts.
Why, then, are so many institutions of learning unwilling 
to reconsider the use of the timed, one-shot final exam essay 
in English, the essay which, in some schools, determines 
whether a writer will pass or fail the course? Proponents of 
timed exit exams may feel that if the weakest writers can only 
write adequately under generous conditions, they will fall
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apart in other, more stressful, writing situations, such as 
timed essay exams for other courses. However, as already noted 
above, a student comes to a  psychology or history exam with 
knowledge of the subj ect matter, which may prove to be a 
crucial advantage. Secondly, the required length of most timed 
essays for other courses is shorter than for the typical 
English exit exam.
The short amount of time allowed for timed exit exams is 
not as limiting as the fact that they must be written in one 
sitting, with no time for serious, long-range contemplation 
of the topic. If students were allowed to take an exit exam 
in two or even three sequential one-hour periods over a week1 s 
time, they would have a much better chance of demonstrating 
their true writing potential, regardless of whether the exam 
is simple or complicated.
Meyer (1982) reported that the University of Missouri 
even allowed take-home entrance exams during the 1979-80 
school year because "the essay normally produced [during a 
short, timed exam] is written in a brief period...and thus 
reveals little about the students' abilities to plan, draft 
and revise a complete essay" (p. 507). Instead, the University 
contacted incoming students months before fall registration 
and asked them to voluntarily submit an essay written at home 
as an alternative to the objective written exam used for 
placement. Nine hundred and seventy four students out of 4,000
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mailed in placement essays.
Certainly, if a take home entrance exam could be 
coordinated like this, exit exams under more lenient 
conditions should also be logistically possible. Writing 
teachers should be allowed to give the exit exam during the 
last week of class as a sequenced writing assignment, as a 
fairer measurement of what students are capable of.
Experiment with Other Writing Formats
The above suggestions for instilling a stronger sense of 
purpose into writing tasks may also lead to the use of formats 
other than the traditional college essay. The essay format 
need not be abandoned at all although this has been called for 
in occasional articles in the literature (Foley, 1989; 
Tebeaux, 1985, 1988) but in addition to familiarizing students 
with the essay as the most acceptable way of responding to a 
history or psychology exam, teachers could expand student 
horizons by requiring letters, outlines, reports, or notes. 
Some critics might feel that the shorter formats would deprive 
students of much-needed writing practice; however, the basic 
principles of good writing transcend length or format. Whether 
writing a letter or an essay, students would still be expected 
to have a clear focus, an organizational strategy, error-free, 
logical and well-supported content, and so forth. In fact,
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like the FBW's in this study, other basic writers might have 
better success with other components of the writing process, 
if the length requirements were shorter. The principles will 
be transferable to whatever writing task the student will 
confront both in and out of college.
Summary
The foremost implication of this study, that different 
writing contexts can affect a writer's ability profoundly, 
that one's writing skills may not be a permanent, lifelong 
trait but a fluctuating response to countless shifting 
contextual variables, has been raised frequently by 
composition theorists. However, this theory had not yet been 
tested on basic writers. The results of this study suggest 
that different writing conditions may bring out the best in 
basic writers. This has important implications for teachers, 
curriculum planners and administrators. It is hoped that the 
results of this study will arouse the interest of other 
researchers who may conduct similar studies in different 
regions of the country or on a larger scale. In addition, a 
long-range study should be done tracking a group of basic 
writers from their freshman year in college through their 
first years in the workplace to monitor any changes in writing 
ability which may occur at different ages and under different
writing circumstances. Also, a formal evaluation of the 
quality of workplace writing done by former basic writers at 
chronological intervals in their careers would be worthwhile. 
Furthermore, it would be useful to survey and interview 
employers of former basic writers to find out if the employers 
are satisfied with their employees* writing. There are many 
possible areas of inquiry about basic writers outside of the 
college setting that have not yet been pursued.
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APPENDIX 1
KXe.K  L C - J ' C F
GEORGIA
SOU1HERN
1. What is your current job?
G EO RG IA  SOUTHERN COLLEGE 
L A N 3R IM  BOX 6 0 2 3  
STATESBORO. G EORGIA 3W & 0-8023 
TELEPHONE (9 1 2 )  6 6 1 -5371
Are you working full-time 
time?________
2. Briefly describe your job
or part-
IF YOU ARE PRESENTLY NOT WORKING, 
CHECK HERE________ AND ANSWER QUES­
TIONS 3, 4 , 6, AND 7 ONLY.
3. What was your college major?
4. How would you best describe your feelings toward 
writing when you were in college? (Check one).
1) Very positive___
2) Somewhat positive___
3) Neutral___
4) Somewhat negative___
5) Very negative___
5. How would you best describe your feelings towards 
the writing you do now at work? (Check one).
1) Very positive____
2) Somewhat positive____
3) Neutral___
4) Somewhat negative___
5) Very negative___
6. How would you best describe your feelings towards 
your writing ability now? (Check one).
1) Very satisfied___
2) Somewhat satisfied___
3) Neutral___
4) Somewhat dissatisfied____
5) Very dissatisfied___
7. How much did your feelings about writing affect your 
choice of a college major? (Check one).
 1) I s tro n g ly  so u g h t a major which I thought
required a lot of writing.
 2) I so m ew h at so u g h t a major which I thought
required a lot of writing.
 3) My feelings toward writing had no  effect one
way or the other.
 4) I so m ew h a t a v o id e d  a major which I
thought required a lot of writing.
 5) I s tro n g ly  av o id ed  a major which I thought
required a lot of writing.
8. When you looked for your first job after college gradua­
tion, how much did your feelings toward writing 
influence the type of job you sought? (Check one). 
 1) I s tro n g ly  so u g h t a job which 1 thought
required a lot of writing.
DEPARTMENT O F ENGLISH AND PHILOSOPHY
 2) I so m ew h a t so u g h t a job which 1 thought
required a lot of writing.
 3) My feelings toward writing had n o  effect on
the type of job I sought.
 4) I so m ew h a t av o id ed  a job which I thought
required a lot of writing.
 5) I s tro n g ly  a v o id e d  a job which I thought
required a lot of writing.
9. When you were interviewed for your current job, did 
the interviewer ask you any questions about the 
quality of your writing skills? (Check one).
Yes  No  I don’t remember
 I was not interviewed for my current job
lOJf you answered "NO" to Question 9 above, which of 
the reasons listed below best explain why you were not 
asked about your writing skills? (Check all that apply.)
 1) The job I was applying for required very little
or no writing.
 2) The job I was applying for required writing, but
the quality of the writing was not important.
 3) My other skills, such as knowledge of the field,
were more important to the interviewer.
 4) The interviewer assumed that because I was a
college graduate, I had reasonably good writ­
ing skills.
 5) Other (fill in the blank)
l l J n  your day to day job performance, how important is 
it to your job security for you to write well? (Check 
one).
 1) My writing ability has n o  in flu en ce  on my
job security.
 2) My writing ability has m in im al in fluence  on
my job security.
 3) My writing ability has a m o d e ra te  in fluence
on my job security.
 4) My writing ability has an im p o rta n t in ­
fluence  on my job security.
 5) Myjob security is en tire ly  d e p e n d e n t on my
ability to write.
12)n your current job, how much influence do you think 
your writing skills will have upon your future promo­
tions and advancements? (Check one).
 1) My writing skills will have n o  influence upon
future promotions and advancements.
 2) My writing skills will have m in im al influence
upon future promotions or advancements.
 3) My writing skills will have a m o d e ra te  effect
upon future promotions or advancements.
 4) My writing skills will have an im p o rta n t
effect upon future promotions or advance­
ments.
 5) My future promotions or advancements will be
en tire ly  d e p e n d e n t upon my writing skills.
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13 Jn your current job, how often are you required to write 
several sentences or more? (Check one).
 1) Never
 2) Once a month
 3) Once a week
 4) Two or three times per week
 5)At least once per day
14.0verall, how much of your time at work would you say 
is spent writing?
 1) 0%
 2) 1-10%
 3) 11-20%
 4) 21-40%
 5) 41-60%
 6) 61-80%
 7) 81-100%
lS.CompIete the following sentences by checking all that 
apply to you:
"In my work-related writing, my strengths as a writer 
include...
 1) my ability to express myself clearly and effec­
tively."
 2) my ideas."
 3)my knowledge of the subject."
 4) my ability to organize my material well."
 5) my proficiency in grammar, spelling and
mechanics."
 6) my vocabulary."
 7) my speed in writing,"
 8) my style of writing."
 9) other (fill in the blank):
16.Complete the following sentence by filling in the 
blank:
"In my work-related writing, my weaknesses as a 
writer include
17Do you ever get feedback on the quality of your writing 
ability?
Although it is sometimes difficult to differentiate be­
tween the writing QUALITY itself and the task you 
are achieving through writing, this question refers to 
the feedback you receive which directly applies to 
writing ABILITY, not the task which the writing 
accomplishes. Check any of the following people who 
have ever made positive or negative comments about 
your writing ability, either verbally or in writing.
 1. Boss
 2. Co-workers
 3. Genera] public
 4. People from other companies or businesses
 5 Other (fill in the blank):________________
18How often do you write the following forms of com­
munication? Circle the number which best cor­
responds to  th e  frequency  fo r each type of 
communication:
1
NEVER
2
ONCE
3
ONCE
4
TWO OR
5
EVERY
A A THREE DAY
MONTH WEEK TIMES
PER WEEK
A. Short Memos (less than 1 2 3 4 5
1/2 a page)
B. Long Memos (more than 1 2 3 4 5
1/2 a page)
C. 1-page letters 1 2 3 4 5
D. 2-page letters 1 2 3 4 5
E. 3-page letters 1 2 3 4 5
F. Informal notes to 1 2 3 4 5
someone else
G. Oral dictation for 1 2 3 4 5
someone to type
H. Filling out of pre- 1 2 3 4 5
printed forms
I. Creating the format 1 2 3 4 5
of pre-printed forms
J. Proposals (for funding 1 2 3 4 5
or projects)
K. Formal reports (with 1 2 3 4 5
title page)
L. Minutes of meetings 1 2 3 4 5
or conversations
M. Written speeches 1 2 3 4 S
N. Articles for profes- 1 2 3 4 5
sional journals
0. Articles for company 1 2 3 4 5
newsletters
P. Articles for public 1 2 3 4 5
relations
Q. Articles for the 1 2 3 4 5
newspaper
R. Brochures/pamphlets 1 2 3 4 5
S. Contracts 1 2 3 4 5
T. Format letters (someone 1 2 3 4 5
gives you general instruc­
tions for what is to be
said and you write the
specific text)
Other
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19.When you are writing at work, what effect do the 
factors listed below have upon your writing? (Circle 
the appropriate number. If any of these factors do not 
exist in your work-related writing processes, circle NA 
(not applicable)
1 3  3  4 S  6
VERY SOME- NO SOME- VERY NA 
POSI- WHAT EFFECT WHAT NEGA­
TIVE POS1- NEGA- TOE
EFFECT TO E TOE EFFECT
EFFECT EFFECT
A. Knowledge of your field 1 2 3 4 5 6
B. Amount of time for 1 2 3 4 5 6
writing
C. Location of writing 1 2 3 4 5 6
D. Knowing that your 1 2 3 4 5 6
writing will be read
by someone
E. Following pre-estab- 1 2 3 4 5 6
lished formats (for ex.,
form letters)
F. The amount of moti- 1 2 3 4 5 6
vation you usually have
G. Office equipment 1 2 3 4 5 6
available to help you write
H. Your ability to express 1 2 3 4 5 6
yourself clearly
I. Your vocabulary 1 2 3 4 5 6
J. Your grammar, spelling 1 2 3 4 5 6
and mechanics
K. Speed at which you 1 2 3 4 5 6
write
L. Knowing who you are 1 2 3 4 5 6
writing for
M. Assistance with your 1 2 3 4 5 6
writing from co-workers
N. Length of writing 
required
O. Opportunities to 
revise writing
1 2 3 4 5 6
1 2 3 4 5 6
P. Your enthusiasm for 1 2 3 4 5 6
the subject you are 
writing about
20.Writing is a highly individualized act, and most people 
have unique ways of putting together a final written 
product. Circle how often you do any of the following 
activities when you do work-related writing:
1 3  3 4 5
NEVER SELDOM SOME- OFTEN ALMOST 
(0-35%  TIMES (51-75% ALWAYS 
o lth e  (26-50%  of the (76-100% 
time) of th e  tim e) of the
tim e) time)
A. Talk to someone else 1 2 3 4 5
about the subject matter
B. Talk to someone else 1 2 3 4 5
about the purpose of the
writing
C. Think about or try to 1 2 3 4 5
find out about the person
or people who will read 
what you write
D. Make an informal list 1 2 3 4 5
of notes about what you
want to say
E. Make a formal outline 1 2 3 4 5
F. Write at least one 1 2 3 4 5
rough draft
G. Write at least two 1 2 3 4 5
rough drafts
H. Write at least three 1 2 3 4 5
rough drafts
I. Look up words in the 1 2 3 4 5
dictionary
J. Look up rules in a 1 2 3 4 5
grammar book
K. Look up words in a 1 2 3 4 5
thesaurus
L. Make minor changes in 1 2 3 4 5
punctuation or wording 
after the final draft is 
written
M. Have someone else 1 2 3 4 5
read your final draft to 
check for errors
N. Re-read the final 1 2 3 4 5
draft yourself to check 
for errors
Other (fill in the blank):
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21.Cir<3e each number below that best matches your 
feeling about each statement.
I  2  3  4  S
STRONGLY SOME- M ITR A L SOME- STRONGLY 
AGREE WHAT WHAT DISAGREE
AGREE DISAGREE
1 .1 avoid or postpone 1 2 3 4 5
my work-related writing
2 .1 have no fear of 1 2 3 4 5
my work-related writing
being evaluated
3 .1 look forward to 1 2 3 4 5
writing down my job-
related ideas
4 .1 am afraid to write 1 2 3 4 5
when 1 know it will be
evaluated
5. Writing for my job is 1 2 3 4 5
a very frightening ex­
perience
6. Finishing a written 1 2 3 4 5
project for my job makes
me feel good
7. My mind seems to go 1 2 3 4 5
go blank when I start
writing at work
8. Expressing ideas 1 2 3 4 5
through writing seems to
be a waste of time
9.1 would enjoy 1 2 3 4 5
submitting my
writing to magazines
10 .1 like to write my 1 2 3 4 5
job-related ideas down
11 .1 feel confident in 1 2 3 4 5
my ability to clearly
express my ideas in 
writing
12 .1 like to have my 1 2 3 4 5
boss or co-workers read
my writing
13. I'm nervous about 1 2 3 4 5
writing for my job
14. My boss or co-workers 1 2 3 4 5
seem to enjoy what 1 write
15 .1 enjoy writing at 1 2 3 4 5
work
16 .1 never seem to be 1 2 3 4 5
able to clearly write
down my ideas
17. Writing at work is 1 2 3 4 5
a lot of fun
18.1 expected to write 1 2 3 4 5
poorly at work BEFORE
starting this job
19 .1 like seeing my 1 2 3 4 5
thoughts on paper
2 0 .1 enjoy discussing 1 2 3 4 5
my writing with others
21.1 have trouble 1 2 3 4 5
organizing my ideas
when writing
2 2 .1 feel that my 1 2 3 4 5
writing is going to be
negatively evaluated
23. It’s easy for me to 1 2 3 4 5
write well at work
2 4 .1 don’t think I write 1 2 3 4 5
as well as my co-workers
25.1 don’t like my 1 2 3 4 5
written work to be
evaluated
26. I’m not good at 1 2 3 4 5
writing
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR 
RESPONDING TO THIS SURVEY!
As a college English teacher and researcher, I want to 
leam more about the types of writing our college 
graduates do in their jobs, their attitudes towards 
writing, and their advice on how teachers can make 
English more enjoyable and applicable to future oc­
cupations.
Would you be willing to let me interview you at the 
time and place of your convenience so that I can leam 
more about this?
The interview will take about one hour.
YES NO
If yes, please write down your current phone number
APPENDIX 2
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Introduction; You are among the 30 people I have chosen 
for this interview because based on your answers to the 
survey, you appear to be representative of many people who 
responded to the survey. Although what we say here today will 
be used in printed research, your identity will remain 
confidential? you'll be referred to by a number, so I hope 
you'll feel free to talk openly, share your honest feelings 
and give details. Also, since this interview is part of a 
research project, I have to behave differently than I would 
in a normal conversation. So that I don't have any part in 
prejudicing or shaping your answers by my feedback, I have to 
remain somewhat quiet and distant. I will not be able to get 
heavily involved in the conversation because that might bias 
your answers...but please understand that I'm extremely 
Interested in everything you have to say!
1. What do you do?
2. How long have you worked there?
3. Do you have any memories of your required English 
courses in college, such as English 101, etc. (If yes, what 
do you remember most about them; what stands out? What kind 
of feelings come to your mind?)
4. Were you a good writer in college? (Expand, explain, 
describe.)
5. Grades aside, what skills did you learn in your 
required English courses that you remember and sometimes use 
today in work writing? What is the least valuable thing you 
did in college composition classes that you would never have 
any use for today?
6. You said on the survey that your writing skills had
________________  effect on your choice of a job. What did you
want most from your job? OR Why did you seek/avoid a job that 
involved writing?
7. How did you get your current job?
(Refer to separate chart) Now I'm going to ask you some 
specific questions about the types of writing you do. For each 
TYPE of writing on this list which you've said you do, I'm 
going to ask you to first explain the PURPOSE for the writing 
(what do you expect to achieve by writing). STOP, GO OVER THE 
LIST.
Second, tell me the ASSIGNER of the writing: is it a)
assigned by a boss,as in " ________ , we need this report on
the X pro j ect by Friday; b) a routine type of writing that you 
do over and over again without being specifically asked, or 
c) something non-routine that you do of your own initiative, 
as you feel it's needed.
Third, Who will see this writing (Boss, co-worker, 
general public?
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Fourth, How long does it take you to write it (from the 
time you have your pen poised above paper) and how much time 
is available to you if you needed it?
Fifth, I'm going to define "the writing process" as 
everything you do that goes into a final written product, 
including thinking about the writing, confering with other 
people, looking up a word in a dictionary, writing a rough 
draft, etc. One's writing processes might consist of 
everything mentioned above and more or it might consist of 
just picking up a pen and writing something then and there. 
People use different strategies for different writing tasks. 
With this in mind, what type of writing processes do you use 
for all the following:
Last, tell me on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being Enjoy 
very much to 5 being Detest very much, the degree of enjoyment 
you get out of any types of writing. (IF enjoy or detest, why, 
explain)
Do any of the types of writing you do make you nervous?
8.Do you have a favorite type of writing that you do 
outside of work? Why do you enjoy it?
9. Do you feel any different about the writing you do 
now for your job than you felt about the writing you did in 
your required English courses in college? (Describe, explain, 
expand... how is it different?
10. You said in the earlier survey that you feel
   about your writing at work. What makes you feel
this way? (Why do you feel _____  about it than you did about
college writing?)  (How can you feel negative if you write
so little/why do you feel positive if you write so little/ 
etc.
11. How do you feel about your writing ability now?
12. (When relevant): You said on the survey that you are 
dissatisfied with your writing ability now. Why? Explain. 
(Does this have any effect on work life?)
13. Would it make a difference in your job if you were, 
say, the best writer ever to graduate from a 4-yr. college in 
the South East? How?
14. Why do you think that your writing ability has
__________ influence on your current job security? (Explain,
expand, discuss).
15. Why do you think that your writing ability will have
____________  influence on your future promotions and
advancements?
16. What are your strengths as a writer, at work?
17. Does this strength(s) come naturally to you or did 
you learn it somewhere along the line? When? Where?
18. What qualities does your employer (or you, if 
self-employed) value most in you?
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19. Do you have any weaknesses as a writer?
20. How do you deal with these weaknesses in your work 
related writing? (Depending on which answers were checked on 
survey:)
21. Describe what your Boss has said about your writing.
22. Describe what your co-workers have said about your 
writing.
23. Describe what the general public has said about your 
writing.
24. Describe what people from other companies have said 
about your writing.
25. Describe what "others" have said about your writing.
26. Explain why "Knowledge of your field" has a _________
effect on your writing.
27. Do you generally feel motivated to write well at 
work? Why? (If subject does not feel particularly motivated 
now:)
28.What would make you feel more motivated to write at
work?
* 29. Do you do any kind of collaborative writing or 
collaborative pre-writing, such as group meetings and 
brainstorming sessions, talking with other employees, 
co-outlining, co-writing, etc. How often? For what types of 
writing?
30. What effect does collaboration have upon 1) the 
quality of the final written product 2) Your attitude towards 
writing 3) Your anxiety about writing
31. Are your speaking skills an important part of your
job?
32. Are your speaking skills better than, equal to or 
worse than, your writing skills?
33. Are your reading skills important to your job 
performance? Describe how they are used.
34. Are your reading skills (speed, comprehension) better 
than, equal to or worse than your writing skills?
* 35. Do you ever look up rules in a grammar book? Why 
not?
36. Do you miss anything about college writing?
37. Are you ever nervous about how well you write at 
work? (If yes, ask WHY?)
38. What comments could you make about the way writing 
is taught in college, high school or elementary schools. What 
changes, if any, would you suggest? Why?
39. Overall, does your writing ability today have any 
effect on your general job performance?
40. Nowadays, for today's college graduates, how 
important would you say it is to be able to write well? 
(Explain, describe, expand).
APPENDIX 3
DESCRIPTION OF THE ENGLISH COURSES USED AS 
A BASIS FOR SUBJECT SELECTION
ENGLISH 100
English 100 is a basic composition skills course for 
students who scored lower than 45 on the Test of Standard 
Written English.lt teaches the student the fundamentals of 
standard English grammar and the formulation of grammatical 
sentences through three hours weekly of classroom meetings and 
two hours weekly of separate laboratory instruction. Matters 
of grammar and punctuation are dealt with on an individual 
basis in the Lab; classroom sessions are concerned primarily 
with rhetorical matters, such as invention, arrangement and 
style. The student writes continuously throughout the 
semester, submitting work at least weekly; a minimum of 10 
long paragraphs, the majority written in class, are graded. 
Goal: The writing of well-organized, clearly developed,
non-narrative paragraphs.
ENGLISH 101
This course, which meets three hours weekly, is open to 
entering freshmen who scored higher than 44 on the Test of 
Standard Written English. A minimum of 10 essays of 400-500 
words, at least five of which are written in class and at 
least three of which are written out of class, are expected. 
Goal: The writing of purposeful, coherent, well-organized, 
non-narrative essays.
ENGLISH 102
This course is open to students who successfully 
completed English 101 or the 101 Advanced Placement Test. This 
course includes an introduction to literature. A minimum of 
six essays of 500-600 words, at least two of which are written 
in class and at least two of which are written out of class, 
are expected. At least one paper written prior to the term 
paper should include outside sources. A term paper of 
approximately 1500 words, using six to 10 sources and 
including both endnotes and a bibliography, is expected. Goal: 
The writing of essays about literature and the writing of a 
term paper.
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APPENDIX 4
COVER LETTER FOR FIRST HAILING
Dear Ms. — ,
My name is Eleanor Agnew, and I was an instructor of 
English at Francis Marion College from 1986-1989. I am now 
teaching English at Georgia Southern University and doing my 
doctoral dissertation on the writing habits of college 
graduates.
Since you are a college graduate, I am writing to ask 
you for your contribution to this project. With the help of 
the Francis Marion College Alumni Office, I have selected 
the names of about 300 men and women who graduated from FMC 
between 1984 and 1989, and yours was one.
By filling out the enclosed questionnaire, you will be 
contributing valuable information about the writing 
requirements that await most college graduates OUTSIDE the 
English classroom, after college. In order to do an 
effective job, we English teachers need to know more about 
what people like you are doing right now in the way of 
writing. For example, how much writing do you do every day? 
(If you don't write at all, we need to know that, too.) Do 
you feel that your college English courses prepared you 
adequately for the writing you do now? Did they make you 
needlessly self-conscious about your writing? Did they 
instill you with confidence and a positive attitude towards 
your writing? Is writing on the job easier or harder than 
writing in English class? I am seeking answers to questions 
such as these.
Your feedback is needed to make this study legitimate 
and worthwhile. I would really appreciate your taking the 30 
or so minutes needed to fill it out.
Will you please return the completed questionnaire in 
the stamped, self-addressed envelope? I sincerely appreciate 
your assistance and look forward to receiving your reply by 
May 8.
Sincerely,
Eleanor Agnew
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APPENDIX 5
COVER LETTER FOR SECOND MAILING
Dear Ms.------- ,
It's me again!
The response to my questionnaire about post-college 
writing habits has been quite good so far. But the more 
responses I get, the stronger the validity of the data.
That's why I'm writing to ask if you, too, would send 
me your filled-out questionnaire. In this study, the sample
is small just 300 Francis Marion College graduates so
EVERY returned questionnaire counts a lot!
I would be grateful if you would fill out and return 
the enclosed questionnaire in the pre-stamped envelope. Your 
identity will be kept confidential; your answers will be 
added anonymously to a pool of data. I will look forward to 
hearing from you by May 23. Thanks!
Sincerely,
Eleanor Agnew
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APPENDIX 6
COVER LETTER FOR THIRD MAILING
Dear Ms. --------- ,
Hello! Sorry to keep bothering you with these letters, 
but I thought I would write to you ONE last time to see if I 
can persuade you to fill out the enclosed questionnaire and 
return it to me in the pre-stamped envelope by July 15.
If you're like me, you probably toss your less-than- 
crucial mail aside with the intention of looking at it more 
closely at a later time when you're not busy—— which, of 
course, never occurs. I understand!
I decided to write to you just once more. The response 
to my study on the writing habits of college graduates has 
been good, but if I can reduce the number of non­
respondents, the validity of the data will become even 
stronger. Your answers will be CONFIDENTIAL and will be 
added ANONYMOUSLY to a pool of data. Thank you very much for 
your help, and I look forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely,
Eleanor Agnew
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APPENDIX 7
RESPONDENTS' YEARS OF GRADUATION
FEW'S
Year of 
Graduation
Original
Population
Respondents Percentage
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
12
30
47
35
58
4
6
19
28
18
44
4
50.00
63.33
59.57
51.42
75.86
100.00
Only four subjects from 1989 qualified as FBW's for this 
study because the summer graduating class of 1989 (the only 
1989 records available on the computer at the time of this 
research) was significantly smaller than the usual fall or 
spring graduating classes. From 1984 to 1988, the number of 
FBW's in each graduating class increased each year, except for 
a slight decrease from 1986 to 1987. This is probably a 
reflection of the general growth of the college and its 
overall student population. Response rates from each class 
were high enough to ensure that answers to the survey 
reflected varying lengths of time in the workforce.
FEW'S
Year of 
Graduation
Original
Population
Respondents Percentage
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
8
14
5
17
16
0
3
11
2
17
12
0
37.50
78.57
40.00 
100.00
75.00 
00.00
As the chart above shows, the different graduating 
classes were not as consistently represented by the FSW's as 
they were by the FBW's.
APPENDIX 8
GENDER DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONSES
In the original survey population, there were twice as 
many male FBW's as females, and a scarcity of male FSW's, with 
only 16 in the whole population. Since this study used the 
whole available population of former basic writers and former 
strong writers for the years involved, this unbalanced gender 
distribution may suggest that males, for whatever reasons, 
have more problems with writing during freshman year than 
females.
FBW's
MALES FEMALES
Original Population: 120 62
Respondents: 78 41
Percentage: 65 66
FSW's
MALES FEMALES
Original Population: 16 52
Respondents: 8 38
Percentage: 50 73
Nearly twice as many male FBW's responded to the survey 
as female FBW's; on the other hand, nearly all the responding 
FSW's were female. However, this merely reflects the gender 
distribution of the original population and is probably not 
due to response bias.
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APPENDIX 9 
LOCATION OF RESPONDENTS
FBW'S FSW'S
South Carolina 99 37
Out of state 20 9
The majority of respondents in both groups were still living 
in South Carolina although not necessarily in their hometowns. 
Many were living in larger cities, such as Columbia or 
Charleston. It is possible that the people who did not venture 
far after graduation had different job opportunities than 
those who left the state for more metropolitan areas, and this 
may have influenced the responses.
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APPENDIX 10
FREQUENCY DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONSES TO QUESTIONNAIRE
1. What is your current job?
% of FBW's % of
FSW's
1. Business 30.4 6.67
2. Finance 9.6 6.67
3. Education 16.5 35.56
4. Health 2.6 20.00
5. Government 12.2 6.67
6. Other 28.7 24.44
2. Are you working full-time or part-time? IF YOU
ARE PRESENTLY NOT WORKING, CHECK HERE AND ANSWER
QUESTIONS 3, 4, 6, AND 7 ONLY.
FSW'S
% Of FBW'S % Of
1. Full-time 92.44 91.49
2. Part-time 2.52 6.38
3. Unemployed 3.36 2.12
4. Left blank 1.68
3. What was your college major?
FSW's
% Of FBW'S % Of
Health 0.00 10.64
Education 9.24 17.02
Business 31.93 25.53
Science 8.40 10.64
Computer 4.20 2.12
English 3.36 17.02
Humanities 37.82 14.49
Unknown 5.04 2.13
4. How would you best describe your feelings toward writing
when you were in college? (Check one).
FSW's
% of FBW's % of
1) Very positive 8.62 39.13
2) Somewhat positive 21.55 47.82
3) Neutral 34.48 8.70
4) Somewhat negative 30.17 4.35
5) Very negative 5.17 0.00
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5. How would you best describe your feelings towards the 
writing you do now at work? (Check one).
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Very positive
2) Somewhat positive
3) Neutral
4) Somewhat negative
5) Very negative
16.96
45.53
29.46
7.14
0.89
34.09
38.64
25.00
0.00
2.27
6. How would you best describe your feelings towards your 
writing ability now? (Check one).
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Very satisfied 11.40
2) Somewhat satisfied 57.01
3) Neutral 18.42
4) Somewhat dissatisfied 10.53
5) Very dissatisfied 2.63
43.18
47.73
4.55
4.55 
0.00
7. How much did your feelings about writing affect your choice 
of a college major? (Check one).
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Strongly sought
2) Somewhat sought
3) No effect
4) Somewhat avoided
5) Strongly avoided
0.88
10.62
76.11
10.62
1.77
6.82
11.36
77.27
4.55
0.00
8. When you looked for your first job after college 
graduation, how much did your feelings toward writing 
influence the type of job you sought? (Check one).
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Strongly sought
2) Somewhat sought
3) No effect
4) Somewhat avoided
5) Strongly avoided
0.90
7.20 
83.78
7.21 
0.90
9.30
11.63
79.07
0.00
0.00
9. When you were interviewed for your current job, did the 
interviewer ask you any questions about the quality of your 
writing skills? (Check one).
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% Of FBW'S % Of FSW'S
1)Yes 13.64 15.91
2)NO 69.10 75.00
3)1 don't remember 1.81 2.30
4) Not interviewed 15.45 6.81
10. If you answered "NO " to Question 9 above, which of the 
reasons listed below best explain why you were not asked about 
your writing skills? (Check all that apply.)
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) The job I was applying 15.91 12.82
for required very little
or no writing.
2) The job I was applying 7.95 5.13
for required writing, but
the quality of the writing 
was not important.
3) My other skills, such 34.09 48.72
as knowledge of the field,
were more important to the 
interviewer.
4) The interviewer assumed 37.50 30.77
that because I was a college
graduate, I had reasonably 
good writing skills.
5) Other (fill in the 4.55 2.56
blank)
11.In your day to day job performance, how important is it to 
your job security for you to write well? (Check one).
% Of FBW'S % Of FSW's
1) No influence 17.12 11.36
2) Minimal influence 30.63 20.45
3) Moderate influence 30.63 38.64
4) Important influence 18.02 22.73
5) Entirely dependent 3.60 6.82
12.In your current job, how much influence do you think your 
writing skills will have upon your future promotions and 
advancements? (Check one).
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% Of FBW'S % Of FSW'S
1) No influence 13.64 9.09
2) Minimal influence 31.82 29.55
3) Moderate influence 31.82 27.27
4) Important influence 20.91 25.00
5) Entirely dependent 1.82 9.09
13. In your current job, how often are you required to write 
several sentences or more? (Check one).
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1)Never 9.09 4.54
2)Once a month 9.09 6.82
3)Once a week 11.82 9.09
4)Two or three times 23.64 22.73
per week
5)At least once per 47.27 56.82
day
14. Overall, how much of your time at work would you say is 
spent writing?
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) 0% 5.45 2.27
2) 1-20% 51.82 59.09
3) 21-40% 15.45 9.09
4) 41-60% 8.18 13.64
5) 61-80% 14.55 9.09
6) 81-100% 4.55 6.82
15. Complete the following sentences by checking all that 
apply to you: "In my work-related writing, my strengths as
a writer include...
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Clarity 50.42 63.83
2) Ideas 36.97 42.55
3) Knowledge of the 57.14 74.47
subj ect
4) Ability to organize 47.90 74.47
material well
5) Proficiency in 31.09 63.83
grammar, spelling and
mechanics
6) Vocabulary 26.05 51.06
7) Speed 8.40 8.51
8) Style 14.29 23.40
9) Other 8.40 6.38
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17. Do you ever get feedback on the quality of your writing 
ability? Check any of the following people who have ever made 
positive or negative comments about your writing ability, 
either verbally or in writing.
% of FBW's % of FSW's
1) Boss 44.54
2) Co-workers 43.70
3) General public 11.76
4) People from other 10.92
companies or businesses
5) Other 10.08
36.17
48.94
12.77
4.26
23.40
18. How often do you write the following forms of 
communication? Circle the number which best corresponds to the 
frequency for each type of communication:
NEVER
PER
MONTH
ONCE
PER
WEEK
ONCE
TIMES
PER
WEEK
1 OR 2 
DAY
EVERY
1)Short Memos
FBW's
FSW's
9.09
20.00
15.45
35.56
17.27
15.56
25.45
17.78
29.09
11.11
2)Long Memos
FBW's
FSW's
37.61
48.89
29.36
33.33
20.18
13.33
10.09
4.44
2.75
0.00
3) 1-pg. letters
FBW's
FSW's
28.44
39.02
36.70
34.15
19.27
17.07
12.84
9.76
2.75
0.00
4) 2-pg. letters
FBW's
FSW's
56.88
62.79
32.11
30.23
9.17
4.65
0.92
2.33
0.92
0.00
5) 3-pg. letters
FBW's
FSW's
70.64
81.40
22.02
16.28
5.50
0.00
0.92
2.33
0.92
0.00
6) Informal notes 
to someone else
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NEVER
PER
MONTH
ONCE
PER
WEEK
ONCE
TIMES
PER
WEEK
1 OR 2 
DAY
EVERY
FBW'S
FSW'S
7.34
4.44
7) Oral dictation 
for someone else 
to type
FBW's
FSW's
78.90
91.11
13.76
15.56
11.01
2.22
15.60
22.22
2.75
4.44
26.61
24.44
3.67
0.00
36.70
33.33
3.67
2.22
8) Filling out 
preprinted 
forms
FBW's
FSW's
16.22
6.82
9) Creating the 
format of pre­
printed forms
FBW's
FSW's
53.64
54.55
15.32
38.64
29.09
29.55
14.41
13.64
12.73
4.55
22.52
13.64
3.64
4.55
31.53
27.27
0.91
6.82
10) Proposals
FBW'S
FSW's
56.36
72.73
26.36
25.00
10.00
0.00
3.64
2.27
3.64
0.00
11) Formal reports
FBW's
FSW's
60.91
68.89
30.00
26.67
5.45
2.22
1.82
2.22
1.82
0.00
12) Minutes of 
meetings
FBW's
FSW'S
13) Written 
speeches
69.09
73.33
17.27
20.00
6.36
4.44
4.55
0.00
2.73
2.22
FBW'S
FSW'S
82.73
81.82
15.45
11.36
0.00
4.55
1.82
0.00
0.00
2.27
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NEVER ONCE 
PER PER
MONTH WEEK
ONCE
TIMES
PER
WEEK
1 OR 2 
DAY
EVERY
14) Articles for 
professional 
journals
FBW's
FSW's
93.64
88.89
5.45
2.22
0.00
2.22
0.91
2.22
0.00
4.44
15) Articles for 
company news­
letters
FBW's
FSW's
82.73
88.64
14.55
9.09
0.00
2.27
1.82
0.00
0.91
0.00
16) Articles for
public relations
FBW's
FSW's
82.73
81.82
14.55
13.64
0.91
2.27
0.91
2.27
0.91
0.00
17) Articles for the 
newspapers
FBW's
FSW's
87.96
84.09
10.19
13.64
0.93
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.93
2.27
18) Brochures/pamphlets
FBW's
FSW's
90.00
88.64
8.18
11.36
0.91
0.00
0.91
0.00
0.00
0.00
19) Contracts
FBW's
FSW'S
73.64
90.70
15.45
9.30
5.45
0.00
2.73
0.00
2.73
0.00
20) Format letters
FBW'S
FSW'S
66.97
71.11
17.43
24.44
10.09
2.22
2.75
2.22
2.75
0.00
19. When you are writing at work, what effect do the factors 
listed below have upon your writing? (Circle the appropriate 
number. If any of these factors do not exist in your 
work-related writing processes, circle NA (not applicable).
Very Some No Some Very
Posi- What Effect What Nega­
tive Posi- Nega- tive
tive tive
1) Knowledge of the 
field
FBW'S 65.14 27.52 2.75 1.83 0.00
FSW'S 76.19 16.67 4.76 0.00 0.00
2) Amount of time 
for writing
FBW's 7.34 31.19 35.78 13.76 1.83
FSW'S 21.95 29.27 14.63 21.95 4.88
3) Location of 
writing
FBW'S 7.27 15.45 41.82 9.09 0.91
FSW'S 9.76 31.71 31.71 2.44 7.32
4) Knowing that 
writing will be 
read by someone 
else
FBW'S 27.52 44.95 13.76 4.59 1.83
FSW'S 40.48 33.33 16.67 2.38 2.38
5) Following pre- 
established formats
FBW'S 16.51 22.94 28.44 6.42 0.92
FSW's 14.29 21.43 38.10 2.38 0.00
6) Amount of 
motivation
FBW'S 13.89 42.59 22.22 5.56 2.78
FSW'S 26.19 50.00 16.67 0.00 2.38
7) Office equip­
ment available
FBW's 13.76 22.02 25.69 0.92 0.92
FSW'S 21.43 23.81 28.57 4.76 4.76
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NA
2.75
2.38
10.09
7.32
25.45
17.07
7.34
4.76
24.77
23.81
12.96
4.76
36.70
16.67
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Very Some No Some Very NA
Posi- What Effect What Nega­
tive Posi- Nega- tive
tive tive
8) Ability to 
express self 
clearly
FBW'S 31.82 39.09 8.18 10.91 3.64 6.36
FSW's 45.24 40.48 7.14 4.76 0.00 2.38
9) Vocabulary
FBW's 24.55 40.91 11.82 14.55 2.73 5.45
FSW's 35.71 47.62 7.14 7.14 0.00 2.38
10) Grammar, 
spelling, and 
mechanics
FBW'S 24.55 30.91 10.00 20.00 9.09 5.45
FSW'S 45.24 38.10 7.14 7.14 0.00 2.38
11) Speed of 
writing
FBW's 3.64 22.73 41.82 13.64 5.45 14.55
FSW's 19.51 21.95 36.59 9.76 4.88 7.32
12) Knowing who 
you are writing 
for
FBW'S 25.45 36.36 23.64 2.73 0.91 10.91
FSW'S 34.15 31.71 14.63 12.20 0.00 7.32
13) Assistance 
from co-workers
FBW'S 10.09 24.77 35.78 2.75 0.92 25.69
FSW'S 16.67 26.19 33.33 4.76 0.00 19.05
14) Length of 
writing required
FBW'S 3.64 18.18 47.27 4.55 3.64 22.73
FSW'S 16.67 14.29 45.24 9.52 0.00 14.29
15) Opportunities 
to revise
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Very
Posi­
tive
Some
What
Posi­
tive
NO
Effect
Some
What
Nega­
tive
Very
Nega'
tive
FBW's
FSW's
20.18
24.39
28.44
36.59
26.61
17.07
6.42
4.88
3.67
0.00
16) Enthusiasm for
the subject being 
written about
FBW's
FSW's
33.03
51.16
36.70
30.23
13.76
11.63
4.59
2.33
0.92
0.00
NA
14.68
17.07
11.01
4.65
20. Writing is a highly individualized act, and most people 
have unique ways of putting together a final written product. 
Circle how often you do any of the following activities when 
you do work-related writing:
Never Seldom 
0-25% 
of the 
time
Some­
times 
26-50% 
of the 
time
Often 
51-75% 
of the 
time
Almost 
Always 
76-100% 
of the 
time
1) Talk to someone 
else about the 
subject matter
FBW's
FSW's
5.50
7.14
20.18
11.90
31.19
23.81
24.77
33.33
18.35
23.81
2) Talk to someone 
else about the 
purpose of the 
writing
FBW's
FSW's
13.76
7.32
3) Think about or 
try to find out 
about the person 
or people who will 
read the writing
FBW's
FSW's
15.60
7.32
22.02
19.51
22.02
29.27
33.94
41.46
18.35
14.63
22.94
17.07
28.44
31.71
7.34
14.63
15.60
17.07
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Never Seldom Some- Often
0-25% times 51-75%
of the 26-50% of the
time of the time
time
4) Make an informal 
list of notes about 
what you want to say
FBW'S 15.60 20.18 16.51 29.36
FSW's 4.76 19.05 11.90 19.05
5) Make a formal 
outline
FBW's 36.70 25.69 16.51 14.68
FSW's 40.48 16.67 16.67 14.29
6) Write at least 
one rough draft
FBW'S 22.94 14.68 19.27 22.02
FSW'S 14.29 11.90 14.29 14.29
7) Write at least 
two rough drafts
FBW's 44.04 22.02 19.27 9.17
FSW'S 31.71 26.83 19.51 14.63
8) Write at least 
three rough drafts
FBW'S 63.55 22.43 10.28 3.74
FSW'S 58.54 24.39 12.20 4.88
9) Look up words
in the dictionary
FBW's 12.84 15.60 23.85 22.08
FSW's 9.52 23.81 14.29 33.33
10) Look up rules 
in a grammar 
book
FBW's 49.07 26.85 13.89 4.63
FSW's 43.90 21.95 17.07 12.20
Almost 
Always 
76-100% 
of the 
time
18.35
45.24
6.42
11.90
21.10
45.24
5.50
7.32
0.00
0.00
25.69
19.05
5.56
4.88
11) Look up words 
in a thesaurus
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Never Seldom 
0-25% 
of the 
time
Some­
times 
26-50% 
of the 
time
Often 
51-75% 
of the 
time
Almost 
Always 
76-100% 
of the 
time
FBW'S 43.12 18.35 20.18 7.34 11.01
FSW'S 34.15 17.07 19.51 17.07 12.20
12) Make minor changes 
in punctuation or 
wording after the 
final draft is written
FBW'S 14.68 24.77 32.11 14.68 13.76
FSW'S 7.32 26.83 31.71 19.51 14.63
13) Have someone else 
read the final draft 
to check for errors
FBW'S 22.08 18.35 16.51 20.18 22.94
FSW'S 14.29 21.43 19.05 16.67 28.57
14) Re-read the final 
draft yourself to 
check for errors
FBW'S 10.09 9.17 14.68 23.85 42.20
FSW'S 4.76 7.14 7.14 16.67 64.29
21. Circle each number below that best matches your feeling
about each statement.
Strongly Some 
Agree what 
Agree
1. I avoid or postpone 
my work-related 
writing
Neutral Some 
what 
Dis­
agree
Strongly
Disagree
FBW's
FSW's
2.70
2.32
11.71
30.23
32.43
18.60
24.32
25.58
28.83
23.26
2. I have no fear of 
my work-related 
writing being eva­
luated
3. I look forward to 
writing down my 
job-related ideas
4. I am afraid to write 
when I know it will 
be evaluated
5. Writing for my job 
is a very frightening 
experience
6. Finishing a written 
project for my job 
makes me feel good
8. Expressing ideas 
through writing 
seems to be a 
waste of time
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Strongly Some
Agree what
Agree
Neutral Some
what
Dis­
agree
Strongly
Disagree
FBW's
FSW's
27.03
37.21
30.63
32.56
18.92
16.28
14.41
11.63
9.00
2.32
FBW's
FSW'S
12.73
25.58
26.36
18.60
46.36
44.19
9.09
9.30
5.45
2.33
FBW's
FSW's
2.73
0.00
14.55
6.98
23.64
13.95
32.73
30.23
26.36
48.84
FBW's
FSW'S
0.90
0.00
4.50
0.00
16.22
11.63
19.82
16.28
58.56
72.09
FBW'S
FSW'S
41.28
48.84
25.69
30.23
22.02
18.60
6.42
0.00
4.59
2.33
7. My mind seems to
go blank when I start 
writing at work
FBW's
FSW's
1.80
0.00
15.36
9.30
21.62
18.60
34.23
39.53
27.03
32.56
FBW's
FSW'S
3.60
0.00
5.40
0.00
8.11
2.39
27.03
14.29
55.86
83.33
Strongly Some
Agree what
Agree
9. I would enjoy sub­
mitting my writing 
to magazines
FBW's
FSW's
5.41
25.58
10. I like to write 
my job-related 
ideas down
7.21
20.93
Neutral
30.63
30.23
Some
what
Dis­
agree
17.12
4.65
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Strongly
Disagree
39.64
18.60
FBW's
FSW'S
16.22
25.58
FBW'S
FSW'S
24.55
46.51
29.73
12.61
11. I feel confident 
in my ability to 
clearly express my 
ideas in writing
38.18
39.53
36.04
34.88
15.45
0.00
10.81
2.33
17.27
13.95
7.21
4.65
4.55
0.00
12. I like to have my 
boss or co-workers 
read what my writing
FBW's
FSW's
16.36
20.93
25.45
32.56
43.64
34.88
9.09
11.63
5.45
0.00
13. I'm nervous about 
writing for my job
FBW's
FSW's
3.60
2.33
12.61
4.65
23.42
23.26
31.53
39.53
28.83
30.23
14. My boss or co­
workers seem to 
enjoy what I write
FBW's
FSW's
6.48
11.90
15. I enjoy writing 
at work
31.48
33.33
60.19
54.76
1.85
0.00
0.00
0.00
FBW's 5.41 27.93
FSW'S 18.60 27.91
51.35 8.11
34.88 11.63
7.21
6.98
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Strongly Some
Agree what
Agree
16. I never seem to
be able to clearly 
write down my ideas
FBW's
FSW's
3.60
4.65
17.12
2.33
Neutral
14.41
9.30
Some
what
Dis­
agree
44.14
41.86
Strongly
Disagree
20.72
41.86
17. Writing at work 
is a lot of fun
FBW's
FSW's
2.70
7.14
10.81
16.67
54.95
52.81
21.62
16.67
9.91
7.14
18. I expected to 
write poorly at 
work BEFORE 
starting this job
FBW's
FSW's
3.67
0.00
9.17
2.32
19.27
13.95
33.94
20.93
33.94
62.79
19. I like seeing my 
thoughts on paper
FBW's
FSW's
13.51
32.56
32.43
37.21
48.65
27.91
3.60
0.00
1.80
2.32
20. I enjoy discussing 
my writing with others
FBW's
FSW's
6.36
16.67
29.09
35.71
49.09
35.71
11.82
7.14
3.64
4.76
21. I have trouble 
organizing my 
ideas when writing
FBW's
FSW's
3.60
2.33
29.73
13.95
16.22
6.98
41.44
39.55
9.00
37.21
22. I feel that my 
writing is going 
to be negatively 
evaluated
FBW's 3.60 10.81
FSW's 0.00 6.98
26.13 42.34
18.60 41.86
17.12
32.56
23. It's easy for me 
to write well at 
work
24. I don't think I 
write as well as 
my co-workers
25. I don't like my 
written work to 
be evaluated
26. I'm not good at 
writing
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Strongly
Agree
Some
what
Agree
Neutral Some
what
Dis­
agree
Strongly
Disagree
FBW's
FSW's
9.00
20.93
36.04
27.91
38.74
37.21
12.61
11.63
3.60
2.33
FBW'S
FSW's
6.25
0.00
14.29
6.98
29.46
27.91
30.36
41.86
19.64
23.26
FBW'S
FSW's
1.80
2.33
11.71
9.30
37.84
41.86
29.73
23.26
18.92
23.26
FBW'S
FSW's
9.90
0.00
18.02
4.65
14.41
6.98
34.23
34.88
23.42
53.49
APPENDIX 11
KENDALL CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS 
Correlations between variables related to FBW's
r: provides a measure of the linear direction and strength of 
the relationship between two variables. A negative r value 
indicates an opposite relationship between nunbers 1-5 
assigned to each variable.
p : probability that the difference could happen by chance, p 
must be < .05 to be statistically significant. Astericks
indicate significant correlations.
OCCUP-.0469 
.538
RANK -.0172 .0746 
.825 .344
COLL -.0563 .0228 -.0414
WRIT .468 .772 .603
WORK -.0593 .0816 -.0737 .4070
WRIT .457 .304 .327 .000*
SATISF .0165 .1381 .0071 .4576
.834 .084 .930 .000*
EFFMAJ .0259 .0275 .0103 .3675
.753 .741 .903 .000*
EFFJOB .0131 .0647 -.0062 .1827
.876 .438 .943 .035*
PRES -.1312 .0656 -.1402 .0345
SEC .094 .400 .084 .668
FUT -.0982 .1330 -.0335 -.1794
SEC .214 .091 .682 .028*
WRIT -.2076 -.0096 -.0609 -.0312 -.1601 -.1572 -.0940 -.0375 .3812 .3428
OFT .009* .903 .456 .702 .049* .058 .277 .660 .000* .000*
DATE OCCUP RANK COLLWRIT WORKWRIT SATISF EFFMAJ EFFJOB PRESSEC FUTSEC
Variables:
.6068
.000*
.3245
.000*
.3255
.000*
.3065
.000*
.3264 .6185 
.000* .000*
-.1233
.127
-.0962 -.0722 
.241 .399
-.0108
.898
-.2279
.005*
-.0833 -.0515 
.315 .552
-.0577
.499
.4203
.000*
-.1601
.058 
Date = Date of graduation 
Occup = Job category
Rank= Numerical ranking (6-12) of participant 
Collwrit = Feelings toward writing in college 
Workwrit = Feelings toward writing at work 
Satis = Satisfaction with writing ability now
Effmaj = How much feelings toward writing affected choice of major 
Effjob = How much feelings toward writing affected choice of job 
Pressec = Perception of how important writing is to present job security 
Futsec = Perception of how important writing will be to future 
advancement
Writoft = How often required to write at work
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APPENDIX 12
SPEARMAN CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS
Correlations between variables related to FBW's
r: provides a measure of the linear direction and strength of 
the relationship between two variables. A negative r value 
indicatesJ an opposite relationship between numbers 1-5 
assigned to each variable.
p : probability that the difference could happen by chance, p 
mudy be < .05 to be statistically significant. Astericks
indicate a significant correlation.
OCCUP -.0619 
.511
RANK -.0190 .0892 
.837 .343
COLL -.0597 .0269 -.0467
WRIT .526 .780 .620
WORK .0717 .0975 -.0826 .4541
WRIT .453 .306 .386 .000*
SATISF .0194 .1660 .0104 .5129 .6564
.837 .082 .912 .000* .000*
EFFMAJ .0283 .0329 .0116 .4101 .3548 .3579
.765 .733 .903 .000* .000* .000*
EFFJOB .0119 .0722 -.0075 .2032 .3333 .3516 .6354
.901 .449 .938 .035* .000* .000* .000*
PRES -.1578 .0735 -.1674 .0423 -.1378 -.1092 .0796 -.0116
SEC .097 .441 .078 .664 .149 .261 .415 .903
FUT -.1135 .1593 -.0393 -.2125 -.2648 -.1005 -.0579 -.0665 .4837
SEC .235 .095 .682 .028* .005* .303 .555 .488 .000*
WRIT -.2446 -.0185 -.0726 -.0380 -.1838 -.1831 -.1040 -.0418 .4373
OFT .009* .846 .447 .696 .054* .058 .286 .662 .000*
.4023 
.000*
DATE OCCUP RANK COLLWRIT WORKWRIT SATISF EFFMAJ EFFJOB PRESSEC FUTSEC
Variables:
Date = Date of graduation 
Occup = Job category
Rank = Numerical ranking (6-12) of participant
Collwrit = Feelings toward writing in college
Workwrit = Feelings toward writing at work
Satisf = Satisfaction with writing ability now
Effmaj = How much feelings toward writing affected choice of major
Effjob = How much feelings toward writing affected choice of job
Pressec = Perception of how important writing is to present job security
Futsec = Perception of how important writing will be to future job security
Writoft = How often required to write at work
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